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Men and HIV: How poverty, violence and
inequality play a part

July 29 2019, by Andrew Gibbs
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It's obvious that men's practices and behaviour are central to women's
vulnerability to HIV. This is why a major focus in the fight against HIV
has been on interventions involving work with men and boys to
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"transform masculinities" specifically on forms of masculinity that
reinforce men's power over women as a way to reduce HIV transmission.

But are HIV-risk behaviours intimately tied to male power? Do they
always emerge from a position of power and control over women?

We conducted research to examine this view of male power and it's
impact on HIV transmission. My co-authors and I wanted to understand
how to make sense of the HIV-epidemic in relation to young black men
in South Africa. We did quantitative research with young black men in
urban informal settlements in South Africa.

Our research showed that the trio of poverty, traumatic experiences and
gender inequalities directly increased HIV-risk behaviours such as
having unprotected sex and having multiple sexual partners. The trio of
factors also increased HIV-risk behaviours indirectly through increasing
depression and alcohol use.

The results of our research underscore that ending the HIV-epidemic
requires a multifaceted approach. Interventions involving men must
tackle the structural drivers of HIV-risk. These include poverty and
men's experiences of violence in communities. In addition, efforts to
manage the impact these have on men's mental health must be included
in future programmes. Throughout this work there must be a continued
focus on transforming gender inequalities, as these remain central to
men's HIV-risk behaviours.

What we found

We used quantitative data from two trials in Gauteng and KwaZulu-
Natal. Both examined whether interventions can reduce men's
perpetration of violence against women. We collected data from 2394
young (18-30) men living in urban informal settlements in both settings.
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The quantitative data we collected asked men a series of "standard"
questions about their HIV-risk practices, and views about gender
relationships. In addition, we also asked about their experiences with
poverty, depression, and alcohol use. Importantly, we also asked about
their experiences with violence, including: feeling or being close to
death; witnessing the death of a loved one or friend; and, being robbed at
gunpoint or knife-point.

We found a number of important relationships.

First, young men living in urban informal settlements have experienced a
huge amount of violence and trauma in their own lives. This may not
come as a surprise to some people, but within the HIV research world, it
is rarely discussed.

We found that across men's lifetimes, one fifth (22%) had witnessed the
murder of a family member of friend, a third (34%) had felt, or been
close to death, and a third (34%) had witnessed an armed attack. In total,
two-thirds (64%) had witnessed or experienced any of the traumatic
events we asked about.

Second, we also found a strong association between men experiencing
these traumatic events and three HIV-risk behaviours; transactional sex,
more sexual partners, and less condom use.

Third, we found that it was a combination of three sets of factors that
were really important in increasing HIV-risk behaviours: poverty,
experiences of traumatic events, and gender inequitable attitudes. Each
of these were central in increasing men's HIV-risk behaviours. In
addition, men who had experienced more traumatic events reported
higher levels of depression and alcohol use as ways of coping with these
experiences, which further increased their HIV-risk behaviours. Men's
HIV-risk behaviours were not only tied to their control over women, but
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also emerged from their experiences of poverty and traumatic events.

Implications

There are three implications of this for HIV-prevention programming
work with men.

First, reducing the overall levels of violence and poverty that men
experience growing up remains crucial. This is because it shapes their
subsequent experiences and practices.

Second, the high levels of depression and alcohol use are a response by
men to unresolved trauma and grinding poverty. HIV-prevention
programming needs to recognise and tackle this.

Third, tackling gender inequitable attitudes needs to remain at the heart
of HIV-programming, as these attitudes remain a key risk factor for HIV-
risk behaviours.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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