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SHORT REPORT

Men’s concerns with sex and health in personal advertisements

VOON CHIN PHUA, JOSEPH HOPPER and OBED VAZQUEZ

In this paper, we examine 2400 personal advertisements in the USA collected from the Inter-net, focusing on health concerns and looking for differences by race and sexuality. Our results show that overall, the gay men represented in this sample were more concerned with health than the heterosexual men. One notable racial difference was that gay Latinos were less concerned about health, particularly among those who were explicitly looking for sexual encounters. In the light of this ®nding, we suggest further investigation into the extent to which Latino machismo affects health concerns. We also ®nd that advertisers who sought to engage in sexual activities and who were explicit about sex were more likely to mention health in their personals. We suggest further research to explore the links between health concerns in personal advertisements and sexual behaviour.



Introduction

Health concerns continue to be an important consideration in dating and partner selection, especially with the onset of HIV/AIDS (Sprecher 1989). Individuals’ concerns with AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases continue to shape their dating and sexual behaviours. However, few studies (e.g., Phua and Kaufman forthcoming), if any, have looked at differences in dating behaviours between gay and straight men. Racial differences in terms of health concerns have been even less examined. In this short paper, we look at 2400 personal advertisements from 1999 and examine the extent to which advertisers were concerned with health, what factors were associated with that concern, and whether there were differences by sexual preference and by race. We used personal advertisements as a data source because meeting potential mates using personal advertisements has increased in popularity (Merskin and Huberlie 1996), and because individuals are able to raise concerns about health in the advertisements without any personal confrontation.
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Generating hypotheses
In dating and mate selection, individuals are concerned with sexually trans-mitted diseases among other matters. On one hand, some individuals may assume that their partners are healthy unless their partners voice contra-dictions. On the other hand, some may assume that their partners will raise the issue if they are concerned about it. Some individuals may feel that they would violate rules of social etiquette if they raised any health issue, as if they were accusing partners of having any illness. As a result, such indivi-duals would simply make assumptions about the health status of their part-ners, avoiding any confrontation. However, most sexually transmitted diseases remain invisible to the eye except during outbreaks of herpes for example. Especially in cases where the relationship involves sexual activities, sexually transmitted diseases can therefore be transmitted either unin-tentionally or intentionally.
In this paper, we are interested in examining differences by sexual preference and race in terms of whether advertisers mention health in their personal advertisements. Davidson (1991) has observed that in the USA gay personal advertisements increasingly mentioned health-related issues from 1978±1988. Hamers et al. (1997) found that gay men were increasingly using serostatus as a partner selection criterion. However, we are unaware of any equivalent ®nding for heterosexual (`straight’) men. Given the fact that HIV/AIDS has sensitized the gay community to the relationship between sexual behaviour and health, we hypothesize that gay men are more likely than their heterosexual counterparts to mention health in their personal advertisements.
Most efforts at curbing sexually transmitted diseases in the USA inad-vertently target whites over racial minorities. This is partly because Whites represent the majority in the population; also, minorities are less
¯uent in English than Whites, and therefore less able to grasp messages that are generally delivered in English. Because of this, Castaneda and Collins (1997) argue that it is important to have bilingual staff to provide effective outreach services to the Latino population. While there are programmes aimed at speci®c minority populations, the extent of these programmes usually is on smaller scales. Thus, safe sex messages may reach the White population better than the minority groups. Some researchers also argue that some ethnic minority groups may view HIV/ AIDS as a White disease and that they are unlikely to contract it. It is possible that ethnic minorities may not feel the need to address health issues if they do not relate to the disease. Given these two arguments, we hypothesize that Whites would be more sensitized to sexual health and thus would be more likely to mention health in their personal advertise-ments than others.


Data and methods

Personal advertisements provide an unintrusive way to study taboo topics in date selection such as health issues, sexual and gender roles, and

speci®c-sex requests because the process is double-blind; thus people do not have to face any in-person judgement and awkwardness (Montini and Ovrebro 1990). In addition, online personal advertisements are free and easily accessible through an internet connection, and can provide a US nation-wide sample (Phua and Kaufman forthcoming). Therefore 2400 personal advertisements were collected in the spring of 1999 using a systematic quota sampling method. Race and sexual preference were considered when setting up the quota: 300 men seeking men and 300 men seeking women personal advertisements were collected for each of the four major racial categories in the USAÐBlacks, Whites, Hispanics and Asians.
In this paper, the terms `gay’ and `straight’ are used to describe men seeking men and men seeking women, respectively (Phua and Kaufman 1999, forthcoming). It is assumed that the importance of health to the adver-tisers is re¯ected in the advertisements (Yancey and Yancey 1998). Variables were coded only when speci®c words were used and words or phrases that were subject to interpretation were not coded. For example, for mention of health status, only the occurrence of words such as `HIV’, or `disease’ were coded. When quotes are used to elaborate points they are not edited, but present exactly as they were in the personal advertisements. Ellipsis are used in places where truncation has occurred in the quotes to highlight the rele-vant phrases. After each quote, the source is provided. Men seeking men is coded as MM and men seeking women as MW. The four races are Whites, Blacks, Hispanics and Asians, which are represented by W, B, H and A respectively. For example, AMM 23 represents Asian man seeking men advertisement number 23.
The principal dependent variable was whether or not advertisers mentioned health-related words or phrases, such as `drug and disease free’, or `HIV’. Race was coded with dummy variables for Blacks, Whites and Asians, using Hispanics as the reference group. Sexual preference was coded gay (men seeking men) in reference to straight (men seeking women). It was coded whether advertisers explicitly sought sexual activities in reference to those who did not, as well as whether they mentioned speci®c private body parts. Two additional measures were also created: (1) the number of stipula-tionsÐi.e. the number of speci®c personal characteristics, such as age, body type, ®nancial status, height, weight, eye colour, skin colour, religion, etc., desired by the advertiserÐand (2) the number of revelations of such char-acteristics given by the advertiser. It was also coded whether advertisers mentioned sexual roles (i.e. speci®c roles regarding sexual activity) and/or gender roles (i.e. speci®c references to masculinity or femininity) with no mention as to the reference. Finally, it was coded whether or not advertisers speci®cally noted that certain readers should not respond (e.g. `no fats, no fems, no fags’).
The interest was in examining whether there were differences in the likelihood that advertisers mentioned health in their personal advertise-ments based on sexual preference and race after controlling for other relevant variables. A logistic regression was run using the full sample; then additional regressions by those who are looking for sex and those who are not.
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Table 1. Percentage of personal advertisements seeking sex and mentioning body parts within each race by sexual preference.


	
	Straight
	
	
	
	
	Gay
	

	
	Whites
	Blacks
	Asians
	Hispanics
	
	Whites
	Blacks
	Asians
	Hispanics

	Seek sex
	34
	20
	14
	11
	
	59
	25
	20
	29

	Mention
of body parts
	3
	7
	1
	3
	
	17
	14
	13
	13




Findings
Concerns with sex and health

In this section, an examination of whether advertisers looked explicitly for sex, and how that relates to whether they mentioned a speci®c body part, and whether they were concerned with health is presented.
As shown in table 1, more gay than straight men were looking explicitly for a sexual partner. White men, whether gay or straight, were more likely than men from minority groups to look for sex in the personal advertisements. Regardless of whether advertisers were seeking sexual encounters, some of them speci®cally requested certain body parts. Also, a higher percentage of gay men than straight men mentioned speci®c body parts (speci®cally their genitalia) or requested them. The following examples represent some more subtle ways of mentioning a body part:
I’m good looking . . . versatile, well equipped (u know what I mean). (HMM 5)
Oh.. yeah.. I almost forgot.. I’m 6’2, 185, 28 yo, brown hair and eyes, smooth face, chest and ass. Very cute. Very masculine. (can’t stand that fem crap), Italian-German-American GWM. (WMM 366)
The catch is that you must be at least a D-Cup. If you are bigger then that is ®ne. When you answer the ad please include your breasts size (BMW 282)
When advertisers mentioned health in their personal advertisements, they were likely to use phrases such as `drug and disease free’ or `disease free’, or to mention their HIV status:
I am HIV negative, disease free and religiously believe in personal hygiene. (LMM 104) All I ask is that you be good looking, not one for games and disease free. (BMM 2)
South Paci®c Islander . . . masculine, clean, very discreet . . . A sex buddy with high sex drive who is disease free, clean, masculine, discreet, loves and enjoys sex. (AMM 121)
I am 31, HIV+, African-American, 6’, 185lbs, 34" waist, 44" chest . . . I also believe in being inti-mate at the same time as being safe despite my HIV status. (BMM 587)
Overall, gay men were twice as concerned about health status as straight men (see table 2). Regardless of race or sexual preference, men who speci®cally requested sex were more likely to raise the health issue. Both gay and straight White men appear to be more likely to raise health issues than their minority counterparts, but that is not necessarily

Table 2. Percentage of personal advertisements mentioning health within each race by sexual preference.


	
	Straight
	
	
	
	
	Gay
	
	
	

	
	Whites
	Blacks
	Asians
	Hispanics
	
	Whites
	Blacks
	Asians
	Hispanics

	Mention	11	10
of health
	7
	3
	29
	23
	27
	19

	Sex seekers 18	24
	21
	6
	36
	36
	42
	31

	Mention of health
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Non-sex seekers
Mention	7
	
6
	
5
	
3
	
20
	
18
	
23
	
14

	of health
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Note: health is defined as any mention of disease such as STDs and HIV status.

so when taking into consideration whether or not advertisers sought sex explicitly. Hispanic men, regardless of sexual preference or whether sex was mentioned, were least likely to raise the health issue. Asian gay men (42%) were most likely to raise health issues in their advertise-ments.


Regression analysis

In the full model, the regression results support our hypothesis that gay men are more likely than straight men to mention health. However, the results only partially support our hypothesis about the racial difference. Hispanics were least likely to mention health in their personal advertisements. Being White or Black and being gay reduced the likelihood of mentioning health, but being Asian and being gay had no statistically signi®cant impact. This suggests that while racial differences exist, the major difference is between gay and straight men.
Those who sought sex explicitly in their personal advertisements were more likely to mention health. Whether or not advertisers mentioned gender roles or body parts in their personal advertisements had no impact on whether they mentioned health. However, advertisers who mentioned sexual roles were more likely to mention health. The more stipulations advertisers made, the more likely they were to mention health. The number of revelations advertisers made had opposite effects. Those who were verbal about what they did not like were also more likely to raise the health issue.
Among sex seekers, the regression results are similar to the full model, except for the insigni®cant effects of the race and sexual preference inter-actions. One notable difference between sex seekers and those who did not seek sex is that for those not seeking sex, the racial differences narrow or disappear. Also, the number of revelations advertisers made no longer has any impact on whether they mentioned health among those who did not seek sex.

Table 3. Probability of mentioning health in personal advertisements.

	
	Full model
	Sex seekers
	Non-sex seekers

	Race (reference: Hispanics)
Whites
	
1.03**
	
1.34*
	
0.85*

	
	(0.38)
	(0.78)
	(0.47)

	Blacks
	0.94*
	1.51*
	0.66

	
	(0.38)
	(0.80)
	(0.46)

	Asians
	0.95*
	1.53*
	0.77

	
	(0.40)
	(0.83)
	(0.47)

	Sexual preference (reference: straight)
Gay
	
1.27**
	
1.53*
	
1.17**

	
	(0.37)
	(0.79)
	(0.43)

	Interaction effects
Being White and being gay
	
¡0.87*
	
¡1.19
	
¡0.40

	Being Black and being gay Being Asian and being gay Seek Sex
	(0.43)
¡0.81* (0.44)
¡0.36
(0.45)
0.94***
	(0.84)
¡1.35
(0.87)
¡0.96
(0.91)
n.a.
	(0.57)
¡0.59
(0.54)
¡0.13
(0.54)
n.a.

	
	(0.14)
	
	

	Mention Body Parts
	0.17
	0.00
	0.47

	
	(0.18)
	(0.22)
	(0.29)

	Mention roles (reference: No mention)
Gender Roles
	
0.03
	
0.15
	
¡0.05

	Sexual Roles
	(0.15)
0.57*** (0.16)
	(0.23)
0.38* (0.21)
	(0.20)
0.88*** (0.24)

	Stipulations
	0.24*** (0.04)
	0.17** (0.06)
	0.26*** (0.05)

	Revelations
	¡0.15* (0.08)
	¡0.25* (0.11)
	¡0.05
(0.11)

	Say no to anything (reference: Did not say no)
Say No
	

0.93***
	

0.72***
	

1.08***

	
	(0.13)
	(0.20)
	(0.17)

	Constant
	¡3.79*** (0.42)
	¡2.59** (0.80)
	¡4.21*** (0.52)

	Pseudo r 2
	0.17
	0.08
	0.17

	n
	2,400
	638
	1,762


Note: *significant at 0.1; **significant at 0.01; ***significant at 0.001.

Discussion

The results show that overall, gay men were more concerned with health than straight men. This could be because gay men are more likely than straight men to `make explicit on the outset what one wants, looks like and does (sexually)’ (Laner and Kamel 1977: 160). It is also possible that gay men are more sensitized to the prevention of sexually transmitted diseases, especially with the onset of AIDS. A less desirable interpretation is that

straight people may feel that they are invincible to sexually transmitted disea-ses, especially AIDS, as they may regard AIDS as a gay disease. However, further research is needed to address speci®cally straight men’s lack of concern with health issues in personal advertisements. Interestingly, gay men’s personal advertisements are the real analytical lens here. The reason may be gay men are more sensitized to issues with sexually transmitted diseases, especially AIDS because these issues are most publicized in the gay community.
One notable racial difference is that gay Latinos were less concerned about health issues, particularly among those who explicitly looked for sexual encounters. Diaz and Ayala (1999) suggest that the perception of a loss of sexual control, the discord between safer sex and interpersonal trust, and a sense of fatalism regarding HIV infection all affect Hispanic gay men’s deci-sions to engage in unsafe sex. Additionally, Yeakley and Grant (1997) have reported six prevalent ideas among Latinos that may prevent condom use:
(1) that men and women should not discuss sex, (2) that condoms rob one’s masculinity, (3) that condoms are used for casual sex or sex with untrusted people, (4) that men should not use condoms with wives, (5) that dying together is a show of love, and (6) that using condoms implies having HIV rather than preventing it. These misconceptions found among Latinos mini-mize practices of safe sex. Interestingly, these misconceptions feed into the general perception of Latino machismo culture. However, the extent to which Latino machismo culture affects health vulnerability merits further investigation.
The differences among Black, Asian and White men are marginal when compared with Hispanic men. Perhaps elements of machismo culture within Black and Asian communities are not as strong as within the Hispanic community. As most of the advertisers in each sub-group have at least a college degree, this levelling of their socioeconomic status (with education as a proxy here) would hide some of the differences among the racial groups as in reality this degree of `class’ homogeneity does not exist. This is true espe-cially when one’s knowledge of health issues correlates positively with one’s class status (e.g. Pokras and Woo 1999).
Not surprisingly, advertisers who sought sexual encounters were more likely to mention health than those who did not. Similarly, those who empha-sized sexual roles were more likely to mention health than those who did not. In fact, it is encouraging to know that advertisers who intended to engage in sexual activities and were explicit about sexual roles were aware of the risks they were taking. However, whether or not advertisers mentioned any speci®c body parts made no difference to the likelihood of mentioning health.
In this short report, it has been examined whether advertisers raised health issues in their personal advertisements; the awareness of, and concerns with, health status as the motivations to do so have been implicitly posited. However, there was no study of advertisers’ actual sexual behaviours. It is not known whether advertisers actually adhered to safe sex behaviour if they were concerned with health. For example, it is not known whether they negotiated safe sex behaviours in addition to asking for health status. In addition, it is worth noting that more than 50% in any sub group, by race
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and sexual preference, did not mention health in their personal advertise-ments. Again, it is not known to what extent advertisers who did not mention health in their personal advertisements actually engaged in safe sex beha-viours. Thus, it is suggested that further research exploring the links between health concerns in personal advertisements and actual behaviour is conducted.
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ReÂsumeÂ
Dans cet article, nous examinons 2400 petites annonces priveÂes parues sur Internet aux USA, en nous concentrant particulieÁrement sur les questions de santeÂ et sur les diffeÂrences relevant de l’origine ethnique et de l’orientation sexuelle. Les reÂsultats montrent que d’une manieÁre geÂneÂrale les hommes homosexuels compris dans cet eÂchantillon sont plus preÂoccupeÂs par la santeÂ que les hommes heÂteÂrosexuels. Une diffeÂrence relevant de l’origine ethnique se deÂgage clairement : les gays d’origine hispanique sont moins preÂoccupeÂs par les questions de santeÂ que les autres, en particulier lorsqu’ils sont expli-
citement Áa la recherche de partenaires sexuels. Ce reÂsultat nous ameÁne Áa
proposer que des enqueÃtes plus pousseÂes sur l’importance de l’in¯uence du machisme `latino’ sur les preÂoccupations de santeÂ soient rÂealiseÂes. Nous constatons eÂgalement que les annonceurs qui cherchent Áa avoir des rapports sexuels et qui parlent explicitement de sexualiteÂ sont les plus susceptibles

d’eÂvoquer la santeÂ dans leurs descriptions. Nous proposons qu’une analyse plus pousseÂe des liens entre les preÂoccupations de santeÂ apparaissant dans les petites annonces et les comportements sexuels soit reÂaliseÂe.

Resumen

En este documento, analizamos 2400 anuncios personales recogidos de Internet en los Estados Unidos para analizar aspectos de la salud y buscar diferencias por raza y sexualidad. Nuestros resultados demuestran que, en general, los hombres gay representados en esta muestra, se preocupaban mÂas por su salud que los heterosexuales. Una diferencia racial notable era que los homosexuales latinos se preocupaban menos por su salud, espe-cialmente entre aquellos que explÂõcitamente buscaban encuentros sexuales. En vista de estos resultados, sugerimos que se lleven a cabo estudios mÂas exhaustivos para analizar en queÂ medida el machismo de los latinos afecta al intereÂs por su propia salud. TambieÂn incontramos que los anuncios que buscaban encuentros sexuales y que eran explÂõcitos sobre el sexo, solÂõan mencionar mÂas a menudo el tema de la salud. Sugerimos que se lleven a cabo otros estudios para explorar la relacioÂn entre el intereÂs por la salud y el comportamiento sexual en los anuncios personales.
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