
Factores Psicológicos y Sociales Asociados al Uso del Condón en HSH

Seminars in Medical Writing and Education. 2024; 3:475
doi: 10.56294/mw2024475

REVIEW

Psychological and Social Factors Associated with Condom Use in MSM

Juan Carlos Plascencia-De la Torre1
  , Kalina Isela Martínez-Martínez2

 , Fredi Everardo Correa-Romero3
 , 

Ricardo Sánchez-Medina4
 , Oscar Ulises Reynoso-González5

  

ABSTRACT

Introduction: condom use has been recognized as one of the most effective strategies to prevent HIV and 
other sexually transmitted infections (STIs). However, its inconsistent use in key populations, such as Men 
who have Sex with Men (MSM), has posed a significant public health challenge. Several studies have indicated 
that psychological, social and behavioral factors influence the adoption of this protective measure.
Development: it has been identified that HIV risk perception played a crucial role in condom use. Many MSM 
underestimated their vulnerability, which led them to engage in unprotected sex, especially with casual 
partners. Also, lack of sexual assertiveness prevented some individuals from negotiating condom use with 
their partners. In addition, sexual sensation seeking influenced decision making, as certain MSM prioritized 
immediate arousal over STI prevention. Another determining factor was the use of psychoactive substances, 
such as alcohol and other recreational drugs, which affected judgment and decision-making in sexual 
contexts. Chemsex, a practice that combined drug use with sexual activity, was particularly associated with 
an increased risk of HIV transmission.
Conclusion: the evidence demonstrated that inconsistent condom use in MSM was influenced by multiple 
factors. To improve HIV prevention strategies, it was necessary to implement interventions that promoted risk 
perception, sexual assertiveness, and reduction of psychoactive substance use. Only through a comprehensive 
approach could HIV incidence be reduced and safer sexual practices promoted in this population.
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RESUMEN

Introducción: el uso del condón ha sido reconocido como una de las estrategias más eficaces para prevenir el 
VIH y otras infecciones de transmisión sexual (ITS). Sin embargo, su uso inconsistente en poblaciones clave, 
como los Hombres que tienen Sexo con Hombres (HSH), ha representado un desafío significativo en la salud 
pública. Diversos estudios han señalado que factores psicológicos, sociales y conductuales influyen en la 
adopción de esta medida de protección.
Desarrollo: se ha identificado que la percepción de riesgo al VIH desempeñó un papel crucial en el uso del 
condón. Muchos HSH subestimaron su vulnerabilidad, lo que los llevó a involucrarse en relaciones sexuales 
sin protección, especialmente con parejas ocasionales. Asimismo, la falta de asertividad sexual impidió que 
algunos individuos negociaran el uso del preservativo con sus parejas. Además, la búsqueda de sensaciones
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sexuales influyó en la toma de decisiones, ya que ciertos HSH priorizaron la excitación inmediata sobre la 
prevención de ITS. Otro factor determinante fue el consumo de sustancias psicoactivas, como el alcohol 
y otras drogas recreativas, las cuales afectaron el juicio y la toma de decisiones en contextos sexuales. 
El chemsex, práctica que combinó el consumo de drogas con la actividad sexual, estuvo particularmente 
asociado con un mayor riesgo de transmisión del VIH.
Conclusión: la evidencia demostró que el uso inconsistente del condón en HSH estuvo influenciado por múltiples 
factores. Para mejorar las estrategias de prevención del VIH, fue necesario implementar intervenciones 
que fomentaran la percepción de riesgo, la asertividad sexual y la reducción del consumo de sustancias 
psicoactivas. Solo a través de un enfoque integral se podría reducir la incidencia del VIH y promover prácticas 
sexuales más seguras en esta población.

Palabras clave: VIH; ITS; Uso Del Condón; Percepción De Riesgo; HSH.

INTRODUCTION
The use of condoms has been recognized as one of the most effective strategies in the prevention of sexually 

transmitted infections (STIs), including the Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV). Their proper and constant use 
significantly reduces the risk of infection, making them a fundamental resource within public health policies. 
However, despite its effectiveness, several studies have pointed out that its use in key populations, such as Men 
who have Sex with Men (MSM), continues to be inconsistent due to multiple psychological, social, and structural 
factors.

In this sense, it has been observed that the perception of risk towards HIV, sexual assertiveness, and sensation 
seeking play a decisive role in the sexual behavior of MSM. Factors such as a low perception of vulnerability, 
trust in casual partners, and the influence of cultural norms can discourage the use of condoms. Likewise, the 
consumption of psychoactive substances, such as alcohol and other recreational drugs, has been identified as a 
risk factor, as it affects decision-making and can encourage unprotected sex.

Given the above, it is essential to understand the psychological factors associated with condom use in the 
MSM population to design more effective intervention strategies. Exploring both protective factors and those 
that increase risk will enable the development of prevention campaigns that promote safe sex and reduce the 
incidence of HIV in this key population.

DEVELOPMENT
Condom use and associated psychological factors 

Condom use refers to the practice of using a condom, which is a barrier contraceptive device designed to 
cover the penis during sexual intercourse in order to prevent the transmission of STIs, including HIV, and to 
prevent pregnancy by avoiding direct contact between the penis and the vagina, mouth or anus of the sexual 
partner. The condom is one of the most effective forms of protection against STIs when used correctly and 
consistently during sexual activity. It is also known as “condom use” or “male condom use” (Waugh, 2010).

Although it has been pointed out that men consider the condom to be one of the safest and most comfortable 
methods, especially when they have multiple sexual partners (Fernández & Morales, 2014), it is also true that 
the inconsistency of this method is conditioned by stigmas associated with a lack of trust in the partner and 
limited sexual communication, becoming a risk factor for HIV infection (Ali et al., 2019; Sánchez, Enríquez, et 
al., 2021). This situation could be because the condom, to a certain extent, is promoted as a barrier method 
for the prevention of pregnancy. Hence, MSM likely perceives it as something unnecessary at the time of sexual 
intercourse, particularly those involving anal intercourse.

Unprotected anal sex among MSM is the type of sex that carries the most significant risk, as it can cause cuts 
or lacerations in the rectum, and the virus can enter more easily (Valdez, Castillo, et al., 2015). The literature 
shows that, unlike men with heterosexual practices, MSM are more likely to have anal sex without a condom 
with casual partners (López et al., 2021), and in some cases, intentionally seek out anal sex without a condom, 
which leads to a higher risk of acquiring HIV (McCree et al., 2017; Scanavino et al., 2018).

According to several studies carried out on men, 80 % do not consistently use condoms, and around 20 % 
have stated that they never use them, adding to this is the high percentage of recreational drug use when 
having sexual encounters, which may explain at least to some extent, the increase in new cases of HIV and, in 
an explosive way, the latest instances of other STIs such as syphilis and gonorrhea (Milans et al., 2023; Yañez, 
2018). 

Recently, Hentges et al. (2023) revealed that various factors beyond individual behavior influence condom 
use among MSM in Brazil. In their study with a sample of 4,176 adult MSM, they found that more than half (50,8 
%) of MSM in the respective country had not consistently used condoms with their occasional sexual partners 
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in the previous six months. Similarly, they revealed that inconsistent condom use was significantly associated 
with factors such as low educational level, lack of STI counseling, and a moderate to high perceived risk of HIV. 
The authors refer to the need for public HIV prevention policies to target younger and less educated MSM and 
to provide them with qualified information on condom use in their sex lives.

Along the same lines, Gredig et al. (2020) studied 238 MSM in Costa Rica and reported that only 13,4 % of 
those evaluated had consistently used condoms in their sexual relations over the previous six months. The 
authors found that condom use is influenced by personal strategies and the perceived severity of the infection, 
emphasizing the importance of personal protection strategies, situational inhibitors, and partner-related 
factors in HIV prevention among MSM. Similarly, they argue that interventions should focus on addressing 
inhibitors to condom use, such as trust in casual partners and the availability of condoms while promoting self-
efficacy in condom use.

For their part, Morell et al. (2021) conducted a study with 405 MSM between the ages of 18 and 60 to 
carry out a descriptive analysis of sexual practices and frequency of condom use and identify the variables 
that explain inconsistent condom use during anal intercourse, incorporating cognitive-affective and behavioral 
variables into the model, including the perception of HIV risk, sexual assertiveness and the search for sexual 
sensations. The study found that inconsistent condom use during anal sex among MSM is influenced by various 
factors such as a lack of perception of risk, high self-esteem, a more excellent search for sensation, low sexual 
assertiveness, and low self-efficacy, explaining between 33,8 % and 49,2 % of the variance in condom use. 

In addition, in research carried out in Latin America with individuals living with HIV in couples where one 
member is HIV-positive and the other HIV-negative, factors linked to the lack of condom use were identified 
as sexual behavior that leads to greater exposure to risky situations. These factors included lower educational 
levels, sexual relations with casual partners, alcohol consumption during sexual relations, and the lack of 
guidance on the prevention of the sexual transmission of HIV (Reis et al., 2019).

In short, condoms play a crucial role in preventing the spread of HIV when used correctly. However, despite 
their effectiveness, inconsistent use by some men contributes to an increased risk of infection. According to 
the literature, there is a worrying lack of use among men, especially in casual sexual encounters, which has 
contributed to the increase in new cases of HIV and other STIs. Furthermore, it is essential to emphasize that 
inconsistent condom use is influenced by factors that transcend individual behavior, including socio-cognitive 
aspects; some are considered protective factors for condom use, and others are risk factors. 

Protective factors in condom use
The health psychology approach highlights the importance of protective and risk factors in well-being and 

preventing pathogenic behaviors. These factors are those behaviors that have a positive impact on the integral 
development of people and that have the potential to reduce the probability of engaging in risky behaviors. 
Protective factors can influence the level of risk in individual experiences or modulate the relationship between 
risk and the impact of certain behaviors. Several studies have addressed the importance of these protective 
factors in health promotion and disease prevention, including HIV prevention (Amar et al., 2003; Milanes et al., 
2023; Sánchez et al., 2022).

Studies conducted to understand the behavioral processes of HIV infection have been approached from the 
analysis of risk factors, which is why it is necessary to take into account the positive or protective determinants 
that lead to the adoption of safe behaviors, such as consistency in the use of condoms. In this sense, few studies 
have analyzed these variables, especially in the MSM population. Some of them are detailed below.

Perception of HIV risk
The risk perception variable has been linked to salutogenic behaviors, such as the systematic use of condoms 

during sexual intercourse. This variable was initially incorporated into the Health Belief Model and later added 
to other models explaining human behavior in preventing HIV infection.

According to the UNAIDS definition (1999), risk perception refers to the probability of an individual 
experiencing negative consequences as a result of their behavior, and this perception is associated with a lack 
of awareness of their vulnerability or an illusion of control. According to Lameiras et al. (2002), this way of 
understanding risk perception reflects a feeling of “perceived invulnerability” or “illusion of control,” which 
implies a constant underestimation of the risk linked to certain behaviors. This phenomenon is observed more 
frequently in young people when they face risky situations, such as possible HIV infection, which leads to a 
tendency to underestimate their own risk while overestimating the risk faced by other people.

Sánchez, Lozano, et al. (2021) consider that the perception of risk is a complex process that is constructed 
based on the subjective experience of the subject in the context of daily life and understand it as the vulnerability 
perceived by an individual when considering whether or not they are at risk of contracting a disease. For its 
part, the perception of HIV risk refers to the subjective evaluation that a person makes about the probability 
of contracting HIV and the associated consequences. This evaluation is not always based on objective data but 
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can be influenced by beliefs, knowledge, previous experiences, and psychosocial factors (Llanes et al., 2020).
Yañez (2018) argues that young people of the current generation, born after the second half of the 1990s, 

have grown up in an era in which advances in antiretroviral therapy have transformed HIV from a deadly disease 
into a chronic and manageable condition. This transformation has contributed to the emergence of a certain 
optimism and decreased risk perception about the virus. In this context, the perception of risk becomes a 
possible factor associated with risky sexual behavior in MSM, and this relationship could be mediated by age. 
Young people tend not to perceive themselves as vulnerable to HIV infection, which leads them to engage 
in risky sexual behavior repeatedly. However, these behaviors are influenced by factors such as the search 
for immediate gratification, the lack of consideration for the long-term adverse effects, the availability of 
pharmacological options to treat some diseases, and specific cultural beliefs related to certain situations.

When people have a piece of more excellent knowledge about HIV infection, they tend to recognize their 
own risk by relating their unprotected behaviors to the possible negative consequences that these can bring. In 
this sense, the perception of the risk of HIV is closely related to the use of condoms; when a person perceives 
a high risk of contracting HIV, they are more likely to adopt preventive measures, such as the consistent and 
correct use of condoms during sexual intercourse. The perception of risk can influence a person’s motivation 
to protect themselves and make informed decisions about their sexual health. However, risk is situational and 
relative; that is to say, it can vary over time and in the situations to which an individual is exposed (Pérez et 
al., 2016).

Taking into account some research on the perception of HIV risk in young people, it has been found that 
three-quarters of the subjects perceive some degree of invulnerability to HIV, regardless of the actual behaviors 
performed, influenced by factors such as low vulnerability, unrealistic optimism and the undervaluation of 
personal risk while overvaluing the risk of others, concluding that there is a gender balance in levels of sexual 
activity and greater systematic use of condoms in more recent generations (Lameiras et al., 2002; Pastor & 
Rojas, 2019; Saura et al., 2019). This challenges the traditional conceptualization and measurement of risk 
perception, a situation that is considered a psychological and structural barrier to achieving other self-care 
behaviors, such as taking the HIV test (Acosta, 2021). 

On the other hand, several studies have been identified in MSM concerning risk perception, such as the case 
of Torres et al. (2018), who found that 66,3 % of men who have sex with men in a city in Mexico reported low 
perceived risk of HIV, with a correlation towards decisional balance towards HIV testing. In the same vein, 
a correlational study of Mexican men with an average age of 33 found that nearly 90 % of them had a low 
perception of HIV risk, which had a predictive effect on condom use (Guerra et al., 2022). Similarly, it has been 
shown that MSM with a low perception of HIV risk are less likely to go to a health center for early detection and 
more likely to engage in unprotected anal sex (Sanabria et al., 2020; Sullivan & Stephenson, 2018). 

Despite the high rate of HIV infection among young MSM and their participation in high-risk behaviors, 
a significant number of men in this group manage to avoid infection by adopting systematic risk reduction 
strategies, even when they do not always use condoms or abstain from substance use. To this end, Ober et al. 
(2018) conducted qualitative interviews with HIV-negative MSM to identify behaviors that allow them to remain 
free of HIV infection. The results revealed that these men, despite engaging in high-risk behaviors, employed 
adaptive risk reduction behaviors through decisions planned before sexual encounters, putting into practice 
a greater use of condoms, the avoidance or delay of risky sexual relations, or the reduction of partners with 
HIV-positive serology.

It is important to emphasize that the perception of HIV risk varies from one person to another and can 
influence the decisions made about prevention and sexual protection due to different factors, such as the 
information available, the sexual education received, personal experiences, and the individual belief system 
(Llanes et al., 2020; Marcus et al., 2016). For example, a person who perceives a high risk of infection may 
be more motivated to adopt protective measures, such as consistent condom use and regular HIV testing. On 
the other hand, a person who underestimates the risk may have a less preventive attitude and be less willing 
to take precautions. Therefore, it is essential to promote adequate education about HIV, to foster an accurate 
understanding of risk factors, and to provide information about the effectiveness of condoms as a method of 
prevention to help improve the perception of risk and promote their proper use.

More research is needed to explore both the conceptualization and measurement of risk perception about 
HIV prevention behaviors. This represents a challenge to the traditional understanding of risk perception. Future 
studies should focus on evaluating the effectiveness of interventions designed to increase risk perception and 
promote safer sexual behaviors, especially among university students. In addition, it is essential to analyze the 
role of other factors, such as knowledge, attitudes, and social norms, in shaping risk perception and sexual 
behaviors in young adults.

Likewise, the impact of educational programs and strategies that address gender differences and promote a 
more comprehensive understanding of risk perception and sexual health could be investigated. The carrying out 
of longitudinal studies would provide valuable information on how the perception of risk and sexual behavior 
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evolves, allowing for a deeper understanding of the dynamics and factors that influence these behaviors. In 
addition, carrying out comparative studies between different populations and cultural contexts is beneficial for 
identifying contextual factors that influence the perception of risk and inform the development of personalized 
and culturally sensitive interventions.

Sexual Assertiveness
The concept of assertiveness has been defined in many ways, all relating to stating something with certainty. 

Several authors agree that assertiveness is the social skill that allows an individual to communicate their feelings, 
preferences, needs, and opinions to others without these being disregarded or forced with a certain degree of 
aggression (Bach, 2012; Terroni, 2009). Being assertive is not just about the ability to express emotions but also 
the capacity to communicate and defend one’s rights correctly and to respect the rights of others (Bach, 2012).

Assertiveness is also involved in the human sexuality process, thus generating sexual assertiveness. In this 
sense, assertiveness and sexual assertiveness share certain similarities related to decision-making and the 
accurate communication of these decisions. However, sexual assertiveness is closely related to sexual activity, 
which involves the development of skills to relate appropriately to one’s sexual partner (Gutiérrez, 2019; 
Zamboni et al., 2000). 

Going back a little, sexual assertiveness is defined as the ability of subjects to initiate sexual activity, the 
ability to refuse unwanted sexual activity, and the ability to use contraceptive methods to prevent various 
sexually transmitted infections or unwanted pregnancies, which is reflected in the performance of healthy 
sexual behaviors (Makoroff et al., 1997; Corral et al., 2022). Uribe et al. (2013), for their part, define it as 
the ability to communicate clearly and promptly to one’s partner the needs, desires, and feelings related to 
the sexual act, including the need to use a condom during intercourse. Some studies have shown that sexual 
assertiveness is a central component of human sexuality, relating to some aspects of the sexual response, such 
as desire, the search for sexual satisfaction, and sexual coercion, as well as the prevention of risky sexual 
behavior, so it is essential to know how people, in this case MSM, resolve their questions about sexual behavior, 
as this is a reflection of the sociocultural context in which they interact and of the interpretation of their 
psycho-affective well-being (Santos & Sierra, 2010; Uribe et al., 2017). 

On the other hand, it has been found that sexual assertiveness acts as a protective factor when associated 
with condom use in sexual relations, as well as serving to counteract hegemonic masculine norms that promote 
sexual risk-taking (Leddy et al., 2015; Morell et al., 2021); Similarly, a correlation has been found between 
sexual assertiveness and the perception of self-efficacy and condom use in the MSM population. In this sense, 
sexual assertiveness is considered a key support factor for initiating sexual activity, rejecting unwanted sexual 
activity, and negotiating desired sexual practices, as well as for successfully and safely negotiating condom use. 

However, not all individuals have sufficient interpersonal communication skills to handle the negotiation 
processes linked to sexual relations, such as the use of condoms, in addition to the fact that assertiveness is 
associated with specific structural and cultural barriers (Uribe et al., 2012; Sánchez et al., 2015). In this sense, 
Uribe et al. (2017)  conducted a study on young Latinos to determine to what extent the perception of self-
efficacy and sexual assertiveness predict the use of condoms in sexual relations, concluding that the variables 
of self-efficacy and sexual assertiveness are not only associated with the use of condoms in sexual relations 
but they are also linked to each other, that is to say, they are the result of a series of cognitive processes and 
emotional expression. The same processes result in a specific behavioral intention. Likewise, they report that 
sociocognitive models that address condom use and other safe sex practices offer a more solid explanation as 
to whether young people use them or resist their use since even though the population tends to have extensive 
knowledge about the consequences of risky sexual behavior, they continue to engage in it.

Consequently, consistent condom use is closely related to the ability to be assertive in sexual situations. If 
a person lacks sexual assertiveness, they may find it challenging to communicate their desire to use a condom 
or may feel pressured by their partner to have unprotected sex. A lack of assertiveness can lead to situations 
in which condoms are not used consistently or at all.

Risk factors for condom use
A risk factor is considered any environmental characteristic that precedes the onset of the disease or is 

associated with the deterioration of health without specifying its causal nature (García, 1998). On the other 
hand, Senado (1999) defines it as any trait or condition of a person or group linked to the probability of 
experiencing or developing a disease since its characteristics are related to a specific type of deterioration of 
health. In this sense, a risk factor is any condition, behavior, lifestyle, or environmental situation that puts an 
individual at greater risk of acquiring and developing a disease.

Among the risk factors most associated with HIV are early sexual debut, anal, vaginal, or oral sex without 
using a condom, having multiple sexual partners, and the use of mobile applications to find intimate encounters 
(Duncan et al., 2018; Jiménez, 2018; Kritsanavarin et al., 2020; Sanabria et al., 2020; Sánchez, Lozano, et 
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al., 2021). Similarly, it has been identified that the consumption of psychoactive substances and the search 
for sexual sensations have been classified as risk factors for HIV infection in MSM associated with inconsistency 
in the use of condoms at the time of having sexual intercourse. The same variables for the present research 
project will be detailed below.

The search for sexual sensations
In several studies on the behavioral factors that increase the risk of HIV infection, the search for sexual 

sensations has been considered a crucial variable in the evaluation of the risk of contracting the virus. The 
search for sexual sensations is defined as a personality trait in which there is a predisposition of the person to 
experience new sensory stimulations, even when there are certain risks involved (Kalichman et al., 1994). It 
is essential to consider that sensation-seeking is a personality trait that can predict an individual’s behavior. It 
directs how individuals interpret their experiences and environments (Xu et al., 2016; Zuckerman, 2009).

In this order, Kalichman et al. (1994) propose two aspects of the process in the search for sexual sensations, 
one oriented towards the search for new sexual sensations, which refers to the contents of sensations without 
explicit reference to the external, for example, being interested in experiencing new and exciting sexual 
sensations; while on the other hand, there is the search for new sexual experiences, which refers to the 
tendency of some people to seek out and experiment with different sexual activities, practices or situations 
that provide them with novelty, excitement or arousal. The latter refers to content about situations with 
explicit reference to or dependence on other people or external stimuli (Moral de la Rubia, 2018).

Various studies such as that of González et al. (2018) and Oshiri et al. (2013) have established that the 
search for sexual sensations is directly related to high-risk sexual behavior in the adult population, based on the 
postulates that people with a high level of sensation seeking have a high tolerance for risk, allowing themselves 
to be carried away by impulsivity, even when the person is under the effect of a psychoactive substance.  For 
their part, Cross et al. (2013) have reported gender differences in the search for sexual sensations, finding 
higher scores in men. These sex differences are explained by evolved psychological mechanisms or culturally 
transmitted social norms that change over time. Another possible reason for sensation seeking in men is the 
levels of hormones, particularly testosterone, and the presence of certain neurotransmitters, which also affect 
both aggressive behavior and sexual desire (Uribe, 2005).

This line of research has been studied in more specific populations, such as homosexuals and MSM. For 
example, in a review by Jiménez (2018), it was found that 34,9 % of MSM with a tendency towards seeking 
sexual sensations practiced unprotected anal sex, which increases the probability of acquiring HIV and the risk 
of being diagnosed with other STIs fivefold (Matarelli, 2013). Furthermore, Gao et al. (2016) have indicated 
that the search for sexual sensations can influence MSM to have multiple sexual partners, promote negative 
attitudes toward the use of condoms, and lead to other actions that can negatively affect the preservation of 
sexual health. For their part, Jiang et al. (2022) revealed that just over 50 % of MSM present traits of sexual 
sensation seeking, this being associated with risky sexual behaviors, such as not using condoms and engaging in 
sexual relations with strangers, registering high scores in this area and a correlation between these variables. 
Furthermore, it has been established that sensation-seeking also influences participation in sexual relations 
under the influence of drugs (Tomkins et al., 2018; Valencia et al., 2018).

In a study by Wang et al. (2021), they explored the relationship between sexual sensation seeking and 
condom use in young men who have sex with men using a moderated mediation model to analyze the data. 
The results revealed that attitude toward condom use plays a partial mediating role in the connection between 
sexual sensation seeking and condom use. This indicates that people with higher levels of sensation seeking may 
be less likely to use condoms because of their attitudes toward their use.

In short, sensation-seeking has a significant component of biological origin, but it is also influenced by the 
environment in which people operate. In various ways and contexts, sensory experiences of varying intensity 
can be sought, such as involvement in sports or at work. However, there are less beneficial situations, such as 
the consumption of psychoactive substances and indiscriminate sexual relations, that involve health risks.

Consumption of psychoactive substances
The consumption of psychoactive substances refers to the use of chemical substances that alter the normal 

functioning of the central nervous system and can affect the mood, emotions, behavior, and perception 
of reality of any individual. The substances can be legal, such as alcohol and tobacco, or illegal, such as 
marijuana, cocaine, and heroin, among others (Lomba et al., 2009; Doggui et al., 2021). Similarly, the authors, 
as mentioned above, agree that the consumption of these substances can have various determinants, such as 
social pressure, curiosity, support for the reduction of anxiety, or the search for pleasure in all its aspects. 
However, prolonged consumption can lead to dependence, as well as physical and mental health problems.

Among the most commonly consumed substances is alcohol, which has become a global public health problem, 
causing multiple adverse health consequences, such as cognitive impairment, road accidents, internal physical 
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issues, and risky sexual behavior (Ahumada et al., 2017). It has been reported that 90 % of young people and 
adults have consumed alcohol at least once in their lives, leaving them vulnerable to the development of 
addictive behaviors (Ahumada et al., 2017; Bravo et al., 2019; Pilatti et al., 2017; Skidmore et al., 2016). 
Along the same lines, according to data from the National Survey on Drug, Alcohol and Tobacco Consumption 
([ENCODAT], 2017a) in Mexico, 71 % of the surveyed population reported having consumed alcohol at some point 
in their lives, and 33. 6 % reported excessive consumption in the last year at the time of the study; now, in 
terms of gender, men reported higher levels of excessive alcohol consumption in the previous year at the time 
of the survey (45,5 %) compared to women (22,6 %), with beer being the preferred drink of the population, 
followed by spirits and table wines. In terms of the states with the highest percentage of alcohol consumption, 
the state of Jalisco stands out with 80 %, which is significantly higher than the national average (71,7 %). These 
data emphasize that men living in the state of Jalisco are more likely to consume alcohol compared to the rest 
of the population, which is characterized as a risk factor for health.

According to Neal and Fromme (2007), alcohol consumption increases the likelihood of engaging in risky 
sexual behavior, which can lead to consequences such as unwanted pregnancy or the acquisition of a sexually 
transmitted infection such as HIV. In this regard, one study indicated that around 80 % of men had consumed 
alcohol at least once before having sex (Fisher, 2012). In addition to this, another study reported that 20 % of 
young male university students reported not having used a condom during sex after having consumed alcohol 
(Enstad et al., 2019).

Along the same lines, it has been shown that the age of alcohol consumption is a factor associated with a 
higher risk of developing future addiction problems and early onset of sexual relations (Buttmann et al., 2019).  
In this sense, men over 25 years of age, with a high school education level, and who use harmful substances 
in their sexual relations are the most exposed to a sexually transmitted infection (Ntombela et al., 2021). In a 
recent study (by Leonangeli et al., 2021), it was found that the onset of alcohol consumption at a young age is 
related to the onset of sexual relations at a young age and is similarly associated with other risk factors such 
as sexual impulsivity and the search for new sensations. 

In particular, it has been reported that risky practices in MSM are associated with the consumption of 
alcohol and other drugs (Delgado et al., 2017; Xu, 2014) and recurrent sexual relations with multiple partners 
(Martínez et al., 2017). This is also pointed out by Jiang et al. (2022) in their study of 500 MSM, who found that 
33,80 % reported drinking alcohol before sex, 33,40 % reported using poppers before sex, and 60,40 % reported 
having had multiple sexual partners in the last six months. For their part, Hernández et al. (2017) carried 
out a correlational study with Mexican MSM to examine the effect of alcohol consumption on sexual behavior. 
They reported that just over 60 % consumed alcohol and had sex at the same time, concluding that alcohol 
consumption is a risk factor that influences decision-making at the time of sexual intercourse, which in turn 
could be associated with inconsistency in the use of preventive methods.

Regarding drug use, this situation has represented one of the greatest challenges for the health sector in the 
sense that it is a variable process, both in terms of the magnitude of use, the type of substance consumed, and 
the age groups that use them. According to data from ENCODAT (2017b), around 10 % of the Mexican population 
has consumed a drug at some time in their life, with marijuana and cocaine being the most commonly used 
substances among both men and women; however, higher consumption is reported among men.

The consumption of any drug is related to the adoption of risky sexual behavior, because in the opinion of 
Antón & Espada (2009): 

Sexual behavior under the influence of these substances is considered to be a higher risk, given that the 
assessment of the risk of contracting an STI or unwanted pregnancy is affected, the feeling of invulnerability 
increases, and self-control decreases (p.345).

In the same vein, Lomba et al. (2009) point out that some drugs act as sexual stimulants, increasing sexual 
desire and decreasing inhibition. They also indicate that the words “sex” and “drugs” are related to risky 
sexual behavior, which means that for many people, the consumption of some drugs leads to sexual intercourse, 
as they start from the idea that the pleasure of the sexual act increases with consumption. The effect of 
various substances on desire and risky sexual behavior has been studied in depth, taking into consideration 
the classification of each of these drugs: marijuana (Patel et al., 2020), cocaine (Dallelucci et al., 2019), 
methamphetamines or also known as crystal (Schecke et al., 2019) and inhalants, or better known as poppers, 
especially in the MSM population (Chu et al., 2018; Li et al., 2019). Many of these substances are consumed 
for their effects on sexual practices. However, their consumption is mainly associated with ephemeral sexual 
experiences and risky sexual behaviors such as inconsistent condom use, which leads to the risk of acquiring an 
STI, such as the most recent case of the monkeypox virus (Vallée, 2023).

Taking into account the MSM study population, it has been shown that recreational substance use is a risk 
factor for the development of some diseases, including pharyngeal, rectal, and genital infections, as well as for 
acquiring HIV (Ottaway et al., 2017). In recent years, the consumption of substances such as alcohol and drugs 
has followed an upward trend. Some studies have reported higher recreational drug use in MSM with a positive 

https://doi.org/10.56294/mw2024475

 7    Plascencia-De la Torre JC, et al



https://doi.org/10.56294/mw2024475

HIV diagnosis compared to those without a diagnosis or who do not know their serological status (Escrivá et al., 
2017; Fernández, 2016; Guerras et al., 2022; Valencia et al., 2018). 

Among MSM, there has been the sexualized use of drugs, better known as Chemsex, which can be defined 
as sexual experiences under the influence of some psychoactive substance for hours or days to increase trust 
with the sexual partner, increase sexual desire, strengthen the bond between people, achieving greater sexual 
longevity, experiencing new sexual sensations and improving satisfaction in sexual relations (Guerras et al., 
2022; Tomkins et al., 2018; Valencia et al., 2018). Chemsex is associated with anal sex without a condom, 
multiple sexual partners, erotic practices and games such as fisting, the sharing of sex toys, and group sex parties 
(Carvalho et al., 2020). The rise of chemsex as a public health issue may be due to increased participation in 
this behavior and the associated sexual risk-taking facilitated by geospatial networking applications and online 
sites for meeting sexual partners. MSM who participate in chemsex are more likely to be living with HIV, while 
those who do not have HIV but who participate in these behavioral patterns are more likely to have accessed 
some form of preventive treatment (Hibbert et al., 2017).

Furthermore, it has been pointed out that recreational drug use, such as marijuana, cocaine, and 
methamphetamines, is also linked to inconsistent condom use in the MSM population, which can increase the 
risk of acquiring HIV. The MSM community is especially vulnerable to the negative effects of substance use and 
risky sexual behavior, which underlines the importance of implementing prevention and education programs 
that are specific and sensitive to their needs. 

In summary, the consumption of psychoactive substances, including alcohol and drugs, poses a series of 
significant challenges in today’s society, with a particular emphasis on its impact on the MSM population. It 
emphasizes how the abuse of these substances can hurt health, as well as risky sexual behavior. In particular, 
it has been observed that alcohol consumption is associated with risky sexual behavior, which can lead to 
consequences such as the acquisition of HIV and other STIs.

Although only some of the cognitive-behavioral determinants that are considered protective and risky for 
HIV infection in MSM are presented, a range of psychosocial factors associated with HIV infection have also 
been identified, some of which have been incorporated into theoretical models that explain risk behavior and 
have therefore been frequently studied. In contrast, others, such as prophylactic treatment (PrEP and PEP), 
Chemex, and barebacking, have been addressed mainly in the US context.

Table 1. Psychosocial factors associated with HIV infection in MSM

Dimension Factors References

Psychological Knowledge about HIV
Attitudes towards HIV
Attitudes towards condoms
Self-efficacy and condom use
Social skills
Emotional states
Chemsex
Barebacking
Use of prophylactic treatment (PrEP)

Gredig et al. 2020; Hernández et al. 2017; 
Jose et al. 2020; Kritsanavarin et al. 2020; 
Ntombela et al. 2021; Resnick et al. 2021; 
Sánchez, Enríquez et al.2021; Sánchez, 
Lozano, et al. 2021; Tan et al. 2020.

Sociocultural Age
Geographical area (rural/urban)
Socioeconomic level
Education
Marital status
Number of sexual partners
Inequality
Social support
Violence in the couple

Duncan et al. 2018; Hernández at al. 2017;
Martinez et al. 2017;
McKenney et al. 2018; Ntombela et al. 2021.

CONCLUSIONS 
The use of condoms continues to be one of the most effective strategies for the prevention of HIV and 

other sexually transmitted infections (STIs). However, their inconsistent use in key populations, such as men 
who have sex with men (MSM), represents a significant challenge for public health. Despite the availability and 
accessibility of condoms, psychological, social, and behavioral factors have been identified as barriers that 
prevent their systematic use in this population.

One of the main factors associated with inconsistent condom use is the perception of HIV risk. Several studies 
have shown that MSM tend to underestimate their vulnerability, which leads them to engage in unprotected 
sex, especially in casual encounters. The low perception of risk, influenced by erroneous beliefs and unrealistic 
optimism regarding the disease, contributes to the spread of the virus. Furthermore, the lack of adequate 
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information on HIV prevention and the influence of cultural norms also impact decision-making related to 
sexual protection.

Likewise, sexual assertiveness has proven to be a key factor in HIV prevention. The ability to negotiate 
and communicate the need to use condoms is related to higher levels of self-efficacy and perceived control 
over one’s sexual health. However, many people in the MSM community lack these skills, which makes it 
challenging to adopt preventive behaviors. Social pressure and partner expectations can influence the refusal 
to use condoms, creating situations in which individuals feel unable to insist on their use.

Another relevant risk factor is the search for sexual sensations, which has been identified as a variable that 
influences decision-making during sexual encounters. The need to experience new sensations or to have sex 
without physical barriers leads some MSM to reject the use of condoms. This tendency is widespread in contexts 
where pleasure and immediate excitement are prioritized over the prevention of STIs, which increases the 
likelihood of exposure to HIV.

The use of psychoactive substances has also been linked to inconsistent condom use. Alcohol and other 
drugs affect judgment and decision-making, reducing the perception of risk and increasing the likelihood of 
unprotected sex. In addition, practices such as Chemex, which involves the use of drugs to enhance the sexual 
experience, have been associated with high-risk sexual behaviors, including condomless sex with multiple 
partners.

Given this scenario, it is essential to design and implement prevention strategies considering these 
psychological and behavioral factors. Interventions should focus on increasing the perception of risk among 
MSM, promoting sexual assertiveness, and reducing the influence of factors such as psychoactive substance use 
on sexual decision-making. Comprehensive sex education programs and awareness campaigns can play a crucial 
role in promoting condom use and HIV prevention.

In conclusion, the fight against HIV in the MSM population requires a multidimensional approach that 
addresses both the psychological barriers and the social factors that influence sexual behavior. Promoting 
condom use must be accompanied by strategies that strengthen the perception of risk, promote self-efficacy, 
and reduce risk behaviors associated with substance use. Only through a comprehensive approach will it be 
possible to reduce the incidence of HIV and improve the sexual health of this key population.
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