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Abstract

Background

Epidemiological	research	indicates	that	confidence	in	the	availability	and	effectiveness	of	HIV
treatment	(referred	to	as	HIV	optimism)	is	associated	with	high-risk	sexual	behaviour	among	HIV-
negative	young	sexual	and	gender	minority	men	(SGM).	To	date,	there	is	a	dearth	of	critical	social
analyses	interrogating	how	HIV	optimism	features	within	the	perspectives,	experiences,	and	HIV-
related	risk	behaviour	of	young	SGM.

Methods

Drawing	on	interviews	with	50	young	SGM	(15-30-years-old)	in	Vancouver,	we	employed	a	discourse
analysis	to	explore	how	SGM’s	sexual	risk	behaviour	is	constituted	by	HIV	optimism.

Results

Our	analysis	revealed	three	discourses.	First,	a	discourse	of	realism	featuring	positive	attitudes	about
the	state	of	the	HIV	intervention	landscape.	This	discourse	featured	their	knowledge	about	U=U	and
personal	use	of	PrEP,	including	an	emphasis	on	how	PrEP	has	served	to	reduce	their	HIV-related
anxiety.	Second,	a	discourse	of	fear	regarding	the	social	repercussions	of	becoming	HIV	positive
featured	in	descriptions	of	HIV-related	concerns	about	the	perceived	stigma	that	they	would
experience	in	the	event	of	seroconversion.	This	discourse	was	underpinned	by	the	perceived	negative
stigma-related	impacts	of	HIV.	Third,	a	discourse	of	(re)individualization	focused	on	the	need	for	SGM
to	manage	their	own	HIV	prevention	strategies,	including	an	emphasis	on	the	need	to	be	“well
educated”	about	HIV.	This	discourse	featured	a	heavy	burden	and	sense	of	individual-level
responsibility.

Conclusion

Our	findings	reveal	how	HIV	optimism	does	not	account	for	a	variety	of	factors	that	influence	how
HIV	risk	is	understood	by	today’s	young	SGM,	including	the	extent	to	which	their	concerns	about	HIV
focus	on	the	social	implications	of	seroconversion,	rather	than	the	health-related	concerns.	Future
work	in	this	area	should	more	fulsomely	address	how	features	of	the	evolving	intervention	landscape
(e.g.,	availability	of	PrEP)	may	interact	with	socially-relevant	understandings	of	HIV	(e.g.,	stigma)	to
influence	risk	behaviour.
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