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In the U.S., HIV/AIDS has had a tremendous effect on MSM. HIV 
infection has been increasing steadily among gay and bisexual 
men since the early 1990s.1  Since the beginning of the epidemic 
more than half a million MSM have been diagnosed with AIDS.2 
MSM are disproportionately affected by HIV/AIDS—although 
MSM made up only about 5% to 7% of men in the U.S., they ac-
counted for more than two thirds (68%) of all men living with HIV 
in 2005. Approximately 62% (218,676) of male adults and ado-
lescents living with HIV/AIDS in the U.S. identified male-to-male 
sexual contact as the primary mode of transmission in 2006.3

 
            Among Latino males, the AIDS rate is climbing at alarm-
ing proportions. The estimated rate (per 100,000) of AIDS for 
Hispanic men (31.3) was approximately three times that for 
non-Hispanic White men (11.2) in 2006.4 Among Latino MSM, 
the HIV/AIDS rate is climbing at alarming proportions. Among 
MSM, the estimated rate of AIDS infection per 100,000 (in 2006) 
was 6.3 among Hispanics/Latinos, 10.8 among Blacks, and 2.56 
among non-Hispanic Whites. For the same year, 2,816 Hispanics 
were estimated to be infected with AIDS through this way, com-
pared with 4,309 among Blacks and 6,251 among non-Hispanic 
Whites; making non-Hispanic White MSM the group most af-
fected by AIDS through male-to- sexual contact. For Latino men 
living with HIV, the most common mode of transmission is sexual 
contact with another man.5 At the end of 2005, 57% of all Hispan-
ics living with HIV/AIDS in the U.S reported male-to-male sexual 
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Latino/Hispanic Men Who 
Have Sex With Men

The term “men who have sex 
with men” (MSM) refers to 
all men who have sex with 
other men, regardless of how 
they identify themselves 
(gay, bisexual, or heterosex-
ual). 
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contact as the transmission category, compared to 49% among 
Blacks and 77% among non-Hispanic Whites.6 Of all male adults 
and adolescents living with HIV/AIDS in the U.S. at the end of 
2006, male-to-male sexual contact was the primary mode of 
transmission for 17% of Latinos, 47% among Black men and 34% 
among White non-Hispanic men.7 The percentage of Latino MSM 
living with HIV/AIDS in the U.S. varies by place of birth. 62% of 
Cuban-born and 59% of Mexico-born Latinos living with AIDS 
cited male-to-male sexual contact as the mode of transmission, 
whereas approximately 18% of people living with AIDS born in 
Puerto Rico became infected with HIV through male-to-male 
sexual intercourse.8 

Several factors act as obstacles to prevention efforts and thus 
contribute to the high level of HIV infection specifically in the 
Latino MSM community.

Latino gay/bisexual men show some of the highest rates of HIV 
seroprevalence, seroconversion, and unprotected anal inter-
course with multiple partners despite the health risks associ-
ated with this behavior.9 In five different studies of gay and bi-
sexual men in the U.S., Latinos have reported the highest rates 
of unprotected anal intercourse, even when compared to men 
from other ethnic minority groups.10 For example, the Los An-
geles Young Men’s Survey found that 39% of Latino participants 
had engaged in unprotected anal intercourse in the previous 6 
months.11 In another study, approximately 45% of Latinos in a 
sample from Texas reported unprotected anal intercourse in the 
past month.12   Having anal sex without a condom continues to be 
a significant threat to the health of MSM. Unprotected anal sex 
with casual partners is an increasing concern. Not all the rea-
sons for an apparent increase in unprotected anal intercourse 
are known, but research points to the following factors: optimism 
about improved HIV treatment, substance use, complex sexual 
decision making, seeking sex partners on the Internet, and fail-
ure to practice safer sex.13 

Frequently, the social and sexual lives of Latino MSM are impact-
ed by three socially oppressive forces—poverty, racism and ho-
mophobia—that often produce experiences of social alienation 
and personal shame.14 Racism, homophobia, and poverty act 
as obstacles to prevention efforts because they contribute to a 
sense of powerlessness and lack of control in their personal lives 
and in sexual situations: “Social discrimination impacts HIV risk 
among Latino gay men by creating social isolation in the lives of 
these men and by creating poorer self-esteem,” explained Mr. 
Ayala, an expert Latino MSM researcher, in an interview with the 
CDC, “Men who feel socially isolated and who don’t feel very 
good about who they are in the world, find themselves in risky 
situations”.15  Dr. Rafael Diaz, another expert Latino MSM re-
searcher also in this same CDC interview explained the link be-
tween social discrimination, risky situations, and HIV: “…[Risky] 
situations constrain the possibility of choice and the possibility 
of protecting yourself”.16 

Many Latino MSM turn to alcohol and illegal drug use as a means 
to cope with homophobia and the frustration caused by pover-
ty, racism and other forms of social discrimination and abuse. 
Substance use has become popular among men in the MSM 
community. “Party drugs” (e.g. ecstasy, methamphetamine, etc) 
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decrease social inhibitions and enhance sexual experiences.17 
However, substance use can increase the risk for HIV transmis-
sion through the tendency toward risky sexual behaviors while 
under the influence and through sharing injection drug equip-
ment.18 Until recently, methamphetamine was perceived mostly 
as a problem of the white gay community; however, recent stud-
ies demonstrate that the proportion of Latino gay men who use 
methamphetamine has risen quickly to meet the rates found in 
the white gay community.19 In an interview with the CDC, Mr. San-
tana, the former Director of the Community Partnership Program 
for the Miami-Dade County Health Department cited metham-
phetamine use specifically as one of the major predictors of risk 
for HIV in the Latino MSM community: “Well, one of the predic-
tors, which is emerging and a lot of recent studies have been 
contributing to this [high incidence of HIV/AIDS among Latino 
MSM] is the use of crystal meth, methamphetamine”.20 
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The stigma associated with HIV/AIDS and homosexuality, known 
as “rechazo” (rejection), acts as a major obstacle to prevention 
efforts in the Latino community. The CDC reports that prevention 
efforts in the Latino community are hindered by a reluctance to 
talk about risk factors, HIV transmission, and homosexuality.21 
The stigma creates a “sexual silence” in which Latino gay, bisex-
ual and transgender men carry on a secret sex life cut-off from 
the support and familial network necessary to overcome isola-
tion. Hispanic men who have sex with men are less likely to iden-
tify themselves as gay than white men—a survey of HIV-infected 
men revealed that only 18% of Latinos equated homosexuality 
with having sex with other men.22 Additionally, traditional rigid 
gender roles and norms such as “machismo” contribute to the 
sense of Latino gay men being “failed men”. Dr. Diaz’s research 
demonstrates that such cultural norms create a low self-esteem 
for Latino MSM in interpersonal situations, heightening their risk 
as they attempt to prove their manhood.23 
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Levels of acculturation are often ignored in prevention efforts 
with many immigrant Latino gay men.24  According to previous 
studies, greater acculturation into the U.S. culture has been asso-
ciated with the adoption of several health-protective behaviors 
among Hispanics, including communicating with partners about 
sexual safety and disclosing positive HIV serostatus.25 However, 
high levels of acculturation are also associated with an increase 
in risky behaviors for HIV infection. In one study, highly accultur-
ated HIV-positive Hispanic/Latino men were more likely to use 
drugs before sex, which increased unsafe sexual behavior.26 Mr. 
Santana further explained the importance of acculturation in his 
interview with the CDC: “Many Latino men feel that acculturating 
and being part of main stream society is also engaging in high-
risk behavior such as drug use and unprotected sex”.27  
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Unknown HIV status acts as another barrier to prevention efforts 
for Latino MSM. A recent CDC study found that approximately 
77% of young MSM who tested HIV-positive did not believe they 
were infected before the HIV test and 59% of these men believed 
that they were at low or very low risk of infection.29 Knowledge of 
HIV status can help prevent HIV infections among MSM, because 
people who know they are infected with HIV are more likely to 
alter their behaviors to reduce risk of transmitting the virus.30   

Since the introduction of highly active antiretroviral therapy, 
the negative aspects of HIV infection and AIDS have been mini-
mized, giving many younger Latino MSM false impressions and 
beliefs about living with HIV or AIDS. For example, studies show 
that MSM’s optimism about HIV treatment is associated with a 
greater willingness to have unprotected anal intercourse.31 

Many young Latino MSM use certain internet sites as a gateway 
to meet sex partners. The internet can help MSM to find part-
ners for casual sexual intercourse without the need to form a 
relationship.32 Therefore, there is little opportunity to discuss 
the need for protection or safe sex practices when the part-
ners meet one another for anonymous sexual intercourse. 

The alarming statistics on HIV/AIDS in the Latino MSM commu-
nity indicate that current public health prevention efforts are not 
effectively reaching this unique population. There needs to be 
more support for the development of culturally relevant public 
health interventions for gay and bisexual Latino men that ad-
dress the unique factors currently acting as obstacles to HIV/
AIDS prevention efforts.
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