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Treating and preventing HIV and AIDS remans a high priority on the hedth agenda of most
countries. This paper addresses the experiences of a series of research projects conducted in the
United Kingdom under the research programme cdled Proet SIGMA (Sodo-sexud
Invedigaions of Gay Men and AIDS), funded by the Medicd Research Council and the
Depatment of Hedth (UK). Project SSGMA srove to uncover the sexud behaviour of men who
have sex with men in the UK with an ams of identifying the extent of sexud behaviours which
involve high and moderate risks of HIV trangmisson among such men, the sub-groups who
engage in more risky behaviours, and the extent to which sexud behaviour has been changing in
this community. These ams rased three complex methodologicd chdlenges (1) sampling the
community of men who have sex with men; (2) identifying the degree of moderate and high risk
sexud behaviour; and (3) tracking changes in sexud behaviour over time. This pgper addresses
how we met these chdlenges both to contribute to the methodologica debates and to enable
othersto learn from our mistakes.

1 SAMPLING THE COMMUNITY OF MEN WHO HAVE SEX WITH MEN

Project SSIGMA, which began in 1982 and sysematicaly collected data through the 1990s,
examined the sexud behaviour of men who have sex with men. Effedtivdy, this longituding
dudy looked into the intimate affairs of gay and bi-sexud men as wdl as {ogensbly} draght
men experimenting with same sex adtivities Not dl men who paticpated in the sudy <df
identify as gay or birsexud. Project SSIGMA undertook five waves of daa collection between
1986 and 1993. These waves involved the recruitment of respondents in London and Cardiff
through advertisements in the gay press vidts to gay dubs pubs and cruisng grounds, and
through voluntary organisations. The researchers mede further contact with members of the socid
networks of the men identified in thee initid outreeches Recruited paticpants were
interviewed, then asked to keep a one month diary of sexud activity following thet interview.



Respondents received reply-pad (FREEPOST) envdopes for the return of the diaies The
Project collected over 2000 monthlong sexual diaries (Coxon 1992, 1995, 1996).2

The study sought to track the occurrence of dl forms d sexud behaviour and to identify
drcumdances in which high and moderate risk of trangmisson of HIV occurs. The population
we ought to dudy is in many ways more hidden then the sdf-identified gay and bi-sexud
population. Those men who are unsure of thar sexudity or who are Smply experimenting in
youth are less likely to be reached through the gay press and gay venues In the case of both
young men and men from some ehnic minority communities pressure from family members and
the socid networks of the family to avoid contact with anything which might be assodated with
gay men can be condderable We return to the issue of contacting young men and men from
ethnic minority communities later in this paper. Fre, we address the gengd sampling
condderations of this sudy.

1.1  Snowball Sampling Informed by Sexual Networks

Many dudies of gay men pay lip sarvice to usng snowbdl sampling methods, though not dl
folow through in a fully sysematic way, and few give dtention to the concepts, rotions, and
methodologies of network andyss. In this case, interest in sexud networks proved essentid, as
the population in which we were intereted is sxudly intelinked. The lone man who
megturbetes privatedy while looking a pictures of other men or fantassing about other men but
who does not actudly have sexud contact with other people is a no risk of HIV transmisson.
Consquently, while some men we would identify would be more isolaed then others no
individud would be fully isolaed. Moreover, to adopt the drategy of snowbdling, one mus
assume thet identified respondents have soda contacts and are ale to nominate others in their

2 The hend-written natura-language diaries (in anonymised micro-fiche form) are
archived in the Contemporary Medica Archives Centre of the Wellcome Inditute , London, and
accessible to bona fide researchers. The diaries are dso encoded into a database format, where
each record represents a sexud sesson.  Specid-purpose software, Sexud Diary Andysis (SDA)
extracts information and counts from the records.



own socd neworks. Consequently, there is sound theoreticd ground for combining the
approaches.

Figurel. [llugtration Of Network Tracing
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The question, then, is how to acquire sysemdic and largely unbiased information about a
large network (in this case of men who have sex with men) whose parameers ae unknown.
Rapoport (1953, 1957) developed techniques for estimating the “gross ddidicd properties’ of
large neurd networks whose boundaries were not known by mesasuring the degree to which links
in the network were symmetric and/or trandgtive, and, thus lead to doseknitted dugers of
contacts (as opposed to being essentidly random) which permitted efficient transmisson through
the network. Rapoport extended these same techniques to socd networks of unknown gze
(1953). Fararo and Sunshine (1964) demondrated that these techniques aso worked with the
dudy of socdd contacts between young offenders. The networking technique has dnce been
widdy refined and gpplied to dudies of socid networks of known sze, but Rgpoport's origind
gopliction to networks of unknown dSze is more gopropriate in this case. The technique involves
identifying a number of nodes within the network, then tracing the number of contacts between
each node and other nodes. The researcher then moves to the other nodes and counts the new
contacts from these secondarily identified nodes and previoudy unidentified nodes. Figures 1 and
2 provide an illugration. If one garted with node A, one would find first step contacts to nodes C,




D, H, I, and F. The connections between C and A and between C and D would not be counted as
new tracings, as nodes A and D had dready been identified. From node D, one would count as
new tracings the connections to nodes B and Q, and from node F one would count the trace to
node E. From node E, one would then count as new tracings the links to nodes R, G, and J (but
not to F), and so forth. At each gep in the tracing procedure, one identifies both the proportion of
new nodes wel as the cumulative proportion of nodes. This process is amilar to another used in
socid science research and labdled by Coleman (1958) as “rdationd andyss’, by Coleman .
a. (1966 - where doctors were asked to nominate the names of colleagues to whom they passed
on information about new drugs) as “snowbdling”, and by Biernacki and Wddorf (1981) as
“chain referrd”. If caried out in a logicd and systematic way, the tracing technique improves the
qudity of snowbdl sampling from convenience sanpling to a method which dlows the
possibility of esimating the population Sze.

1.2 TheTracing Methodology In Project SSIGMA

Once a diarigt was recruited by Project SSGMA, he was asked to identify the number of other
men he knew who were in the same age and main relationship category,® and to provide some
demographic detals of these other men. Neverthdess, the Project was not adle to fully implement
the desred tracing sample gpproach. The researchers found that respondents were unwilling to
paticipate in the sudy if they feared that they might put themsdves or their contacts in danger of
identification or worse by reveding detalls which hodile paties could use for dedructive
purposes. In part, Project SSGMA was able to dlay these fears as dl principa invesigators and a
mgority of the Project daff were themsdves gay or bissxud men, giving the research team

3 The age categories used were under 21 (the age of consent to sex between men in
England and Wades during the years of the project), 21-39 (the age group in which men would
have grown up when consenting gay sex was legd in England and Waes) and older than 39,
when men would have reeched ther teens when sex between men was illegd. The rdaionship
categories were primarily in a dosed rdaionship, primaily in an open rdaionship induding
both casud partners and at least one regular partner, and having only casud partners.



related vesed interests in preventing the misuse of the information the Project sought to collect.
The Project dso had to ensure that the confidentiaity of respondents and their contacts would be
protected for both ethicd reasons and to sdidfy confidentidity requirements of the funding
agencies. In consequence, two decisions were taken: (1) to assure respondents that no records of
the names or addresses of any contact he identified would be recorded in any document or file of
the Project; and (2) to ask diarigts to approach the contacts they had identified to inquiry whether
these contacts would be willing to paticipate in the sudy (Coxon 1995). Thus, while a number of
men did gpproach the Project, having first been approached by another SSGMA diaris, there was
no direct way to link the new diarigt to the previous contact.

This is not to say that tracing was not possible. Usng he descriptive data provided about
eech partner, the dates and locations where activities transpired, and the generd course of the
sexud encounters, it was posshle to trace some partners with certainty, especidly in the smdler
and more dose-knit community in Cardiff. A certain amount of flexibility hed to be applied, as
diarigs rady gave exactly the same level of detal about the encounter, or in some cases the
same detals about date and timing or nature of the partnership (Jason could condder Jm a
regular partner, while Jm congders Jason to be a casud partner). Hence, partners were matched
if another single diary had a dose fit, rather than an exact fit (Coxon 1995). In some cases, it was
not possble to diginguish patners from a amdl lists of candidate diaries. Even 0, the closer the
maich of the daes during which the men completed the diaries, the more patner matches we
were ableto identify.

The Project dso found that men who kept diaries after being approached by other diarists
terded to be less “out” about ther sexud behaviour than the respondents initidly contacted
through the gay press, pubs and dubs, cruisng grounds and charities, and in this repect, some
uccess was achieved in contacting the wider community of men who have sex with men (Coxon
1995). At the bottom line, however, SIGMA produced a pseudo-showbdl sample of a
comparable quality to those collected by smilar gudies (Coxon 1995).

The ovedl goproach in this project nonethdess suffered from four shortcomings, which
other projects would be wise to avoid (Coxon 1995).

(1) Fre, SGMA found that many diarigts were dosdy connected to other men who were

not of the same age group and/or reationship type reducing the efficacy of the laer
tracing.



(2) Second, the reserchers did not develop cdear procedures for identifying when the
respondent had provided a “sufficent” number of contacts. Indead, this judgement
was left to the interviewer and respondents themselves. A more sysemdic approach
would yield more gebleresults from which to esimate the 9ze of the network.

(3) Third, the blanket bar to recording specific identifying detals to trace networks
produced tracing problems. While the quedtions of confidentidity and protecting the
repondents need to inform discusson of dterndive goproaches, it may wdl be
possble to revise the procedures to dlow for some more direct tracing to occur with
the consent of dl involved parties. In fact, many diarigts did supply names and precise
contact details’ —this particular research Smply made no use of thisinformation.

(4) Fourth, SIGMA tended to achieve contact chain lengths of three individuds, where as
we edimated that median chain lengths of four would have been necessary to edimate
the dze of the totd populaions, and chans of grester length would have been
required to adequatdy estimate the Sze of the occasond members of the community
who may have links via only one man (Davies 1986).

1.3  Sudying The Behaviour Of Young Men And Men From Ethnic Minority Groups

A handful of the main Project Sgma diarigs were under the age of 21 or members of minority
ethnic groups. In 1995 and 1996, a oecid effort was made to contact and interview men who
have sex with men from these two categories Both groups are subject to even grester pressure
than most white and older gay and bi- sexud menin Britain.

While the courts and nationd government have pressed for changes to laws and policies
which have discriminated againg adult gay and bi-sexud men, offidd legd sanction continues to
redrict schools from providing supportive environments for young gay men and lesbians The

4 Many diaists happily supplied names but dso indicated that they did not want some
named patners to find out that these paticular diarids had named them (the partners) while
taking with the ressarchers. Ultimaidy we adopted the draiegy of asking for contects to be
identified by initials or by firg name only.



primary legidaion in this case, Section 28 of the Locd Government Act, prohibits schools from
engaging in any action which could be condrued as “promoting” a homosexud, or “pretended
family lifestyle’. Attempts by the naiond government to remove this legidation in England and
Wdes and by the Scottish Paliament to remove amila legidation in the Scottish education
sysem in 1999 and 2000 prompted widespread and voca anti-gay becklash, cuminging in a
privatdy financed survey in Scotland which, in spite of its highly suspect methods and low
reqponse rate, damed to find tha over 70% of Scots favoured keeping the ban on the
“promoatiori” of homosexudity in schools (Cardl 2000). In such a dimate, it is little wonder thet
young gay men fed pressured to remain closeted.

Men from the Black and Asan communities in the UK likewise face pressure from within
their ethnic groups to & least mantain a public gopearance of heteros=xudity (Baley 1997).
Though little direct research in the UK has investigated British minority community attitudes to
homosexudity, evidence from the United States suggeds that anti-gay sentiment can be
particularly intense in these two communities (Bailey 1997).

To reech men from these communities the Essex-based SIGMA ressarchers initidly
contacted former SIGMA diaigs to sat new snowbdl samples The researchers amed to
contact 100 young gay and bi-sexud men, 50 black gay and brsexud men, and 50 Adan gay ad
bi-sexud men. To supplement the origind sample, respondents were recruited through civic
agencies and voluntary organisations which provide asssance to young people or to the Black or
Adan communities in the UK and through GUM dinics in London. In addition, a review of the
gay press reveded that a smdl but regular section of the persond ads am a people from
minority ethnic groups, so advertissments for respondents were aso placed n the gay press. To
endble respondents to fed secure in tadking dout ther sexud activities, young white
interviewers, and black and Adan interviewers were recruited from the civic and voluntary
agencies where the advertissments for respondents were paced. These two sub-groups were not
asked to keep diaries.

In the end, 78 men aged 25 and younger, and 95 men from minority ethnic groups (43
Asan, 33 Black, and 19 of mixed race) were interviewed. In response to an operrended question
raing to ther perceptions of ther sexudity, 27 of the young gay men indicated that they
perceved tha gay people enjoy more freedom and room to be credive than the mgority of
draight people. 23 of the young men indicated that they perceived that gay men formed stronger



friendship bonds than draight men, and 22 fdt that gay people have more fun and leed hedthier
lifestyles than draight people All of the younger men reported feding comfortable with ther
sexudity, and 77% indicated that mogt or dl of ther friends and family knew that they were gay.
These findings likdy indicate that a sampling problem aose in the sudy of the young gay men,
though it would be nice to think that sodd conditions had changed to the degree that genuindy
would dlow young people the latitude to be themsdves without socid sanctions Haf of these
men dther reported having only a regular sexud patner (19) or not having a current sexud
partner (21). 14 reported having only casud sexud liasons, while 23 saw both regular and casud
patners.

The findings suggested that black, Adan and mixed race gay and bi-sexud men have
didinctive experiences. While over 90% of the black men fdt atracted exclusvely to other men,
Y, of the Adan men and 15% of the men of mixed race reported feding primarily atracted to
women (Fsher 1997). Over 1/3 of Asan men fet uncomfortable with therr sexudity, and 27.9%
indicated that they would teke a treatment to make themsdves draight if one were avalable
(Fisher 1997). Not surprigngly, 65% of the Adan men reported that they primarily identified
ther gatus as a member of an ethnic minority group. Black men weare mogt likdy to primarily
fed black or to identify with both satuses equdly, while men of mixed race were mogt likdy to
identify as primarily gay or as both gay and from an ethnic minority (Fisher 1997). Many of the
black respondents fdt ther race proved an advantage to finding sexud patners (Fisher 1997).
Digurbingly, 16 men in the ethnic minority sub-sample reported being rgped by a man as a
young boy, and mogt of these reported that the rapist had been a member of his family. (20 of the
78 young white men aso reported being raped as a child, and 9 of them were raped by a mde
relative).

Over 80% of this ethnic minority sub-sample reported having engaged in and intercourse
(@ much higher percentage than found in the wider SSGMA sample) (Fisher 1997, Coxon 1995).
1/5" had had unprotected and intercourse with a regular partner in the last month, and /10" had
had unprotected and intercourse with a casud partner in the same time frame (Fisher 1997). 54
(57.4%) had required trestment a a clinic for sexudly tranamitted diseases, and 47 had had to
sk such treatment in the last year (Fisher 1997). While 59 men from ehnic minority
communities relied on the gay press for information about safer sex, only 24 relied on hedth
professonds for such information, and 38 reported that they did not trust hedth professonds for



information on HIV. At the veary leadt, the SGMA findings demondrate a need to Soedificdly
congder the sexud adtivities of men from ethnic minority groups in suffident numbers to be able
to draw condusionsin sudies of the sexud behaviour of men who have sex with men.

2 ESTIMATING THE DEGREE OF RISK IN SEXUAL BEHAVIOUR

While sexud activity is widdy acknowledged as a primary method of trangmisson of the HIV
virus, the cdculation of risk associated with various sexud behaviours requires explicit details of
dl attivities rather than amply those known to be associated with the highest risk, namdy and
and vagind intercourse to gaculaion in which a condom is not used. Even if samen is deposted
on the floor, a risk of trangmisson occurs if one paty has a wound or sore on a foot or hand
which comes in contact with the semen a a later point. To identify risk is sexud behaviour, it is
therefore necessary to identify dl possble points a which bodily fluids might be exchanged. At
the same time, research of this naure crosses two public discourses which can provide strong
incentives to respondents to provide socidly accepteble responses. On the one hand, most
respondents are aware that they will be harshly judged by the wider British public if they are
exposed as have behaved in a sexudly irreponsible manner. On the other hand, men dso have an
incentive to exaggerate the frequency and duration of sexud exploits.

There are three main ways to collect the explicit details required for such research: direct
obsarvation, direct questioning, and diay daa collection.’ One can directly obsave intimate

> Project SIGMA dso collected blood and sdliva samples from a mgjority of respondents.
An anonymisad coding process was developed o that records maiching samples with names and
addresses were in physcdly sparate locations and matched by a complex, multi-stage process
never recorded in any document and known only to two researchers on the project. Diarists who
upplied samples were given the option of being informed of the result. Project reseerchers who
had traned to counsd people while reveding HIV test results advised those respondents who
wanted to know the test outcome of ther results A number of diarists chose not to be informed
of the outcome of the teds, though many dso indicated that they preferred to receve such
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activities, as Magters and Johnson (1966) and Humphries (1970) did in the 1960s, or one can use
contemporary  survellance equipment. A number of saious problems aise with  direct
observation. Covert observeion denigrates the integrity of the people observed, is illegd in many
contexts, and entalls high cods and technicd impracticdities if one is intereted in generd
behaviours as opposed to behaviours occurring only in a spedific type of location, such public
toilets. Known obsarvation can influence behaviour, is likdy to dtract the consent of only a
highny sdect an unrepresentative group, and dso entalls high cods In England and Waes
(though not Scotland), such observation would be illegd under the 1967 Sexud Offences Adt,
which prohibits the presence of non participatory individuas during private homaosexud activity.

A second gpproach involves asking respondents directly if and how often they engage in
vaious sexud adtivities. Ealy phases of Project SGMA employed an “Inventory of Sexud
Behaviour” (1SB) batery of sexud activity frequency quedions in the man quegionnare. The
answers provided to the ISB, however, rased numerous concerns. Replies gppeared rounded,
vague and gpproximate, and respondents tended to give different answers if asked the same
guedtion & a later interview or even laer in the same interview (Coxon 1988; Coxon et. a. 1992).
Moreover, when partners were asked the same questions about recent sessons, answers of each
party seldom matched (Coxon 1988).

In hindsight, the problems which emerged with the ISB are not surprising in the context
of research into the vdidity and rdiability of answers people give to direct questions regarding
frequency and duration of other kinds of regular activiies on quedionnares. Time diary
reseerchers have compared edimates people gave for a range of activities, from time spent
preparing food, shopping or deaning the house (Gershuny 2000; Vanek 1974), number of times
vigting a gym or svimming pool over a month (Chase and Godbey 1983), frequency and
duration of persond care activities (Erlich 1987) — and even time spent doing pad work
(Gershuny 2000, Robinson and Godbey 1997, Robinson and Gershuny 1994) - with time diary
records and logs recording entrance and exit times to gyms and busness establishments, and
found that people give notorioudy inaccurate answers which can range from being off by Y4 hour
to under or over reporting behaviours by 100%. If people do not know how long they work, why

information outsde of the NHS context, as they did not trust the security of the information in the
NHS.

11



should we expect them to give accurate answers to questions about the duration and frequency of
sexud activities?

Direct quedtions asking for the number of times which people did a particular activity or
the duraion for which they usudly do the adtivity didt the information out of context of the
sequence of events in which the respondents normally experience the activity. In the case of
sexud behaviour in paticular, the context in which acts teke place is centrdly involved to the
meaning of the behaviour for respondents (Coxon 1994). To understand risk behaviour, it is
important to diginguish the individuds who enjoy or a lees ae willing to underteke risk
generdly from the people who tend to engage in high risk behaviours in certain contexts but not
in others. The policy implications for each group are disinct. Moreover, the sequencing of events
themsdlves can impact the likdihood of diseese trangmisson. As an example, the risk of caiching
hepatitis from a sexud partner is greater if ord sex follows and intercourse rether than preceding
it. Smply knowing that a risky behaviour has teken place therefore is not enough, and neither
direct observation nor direct questions asking the frequency and duraion of behaviour shed much
light on this dimenson of sexud behaviour. For these reasons Project SSGMA shifted to the
development of sexud diaries asthe primary tool for collecting information about risk behaviour.

21 Why Use Sexual Diaries

Diaries form a naurd pat of human experience, and many people record various aspects of ther
lives whether by keeping detalled written accounts of thoughts and fedings, meking reminder
ligs of what needs to be done, or assambling collections pictures. Diaries, as Flummer agotly
observes (1983) are “documents of life’, as they permit people to record experiences as they
undergand them and in the context in which the understanding or reinterpretation of an event
takes place. Some men keep sexud diaries for private reasons, including keeping a record of
conquests or adventures, tracking people who may have passed on or to whom they have
trangmitted disease, or as an ade-memoire for future masturbation (Coxon 1994). Further, by
tracking events in the context of their occurrence and in peopl€'s own words, diaries minimise
recal bias and misnterpretation compared to other methods (Janson 1990).
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Diaies are not unproblematic. Respondent burden is high, and dtracting a reasondble
response rae can prove chdlenging (though some diary studies do attract response rates of over
9% (Gershuny 2000; Fisher 2000). When the populaion sampled is a hidden population, as in
the case of men who have sex with men, further sdection bias emerges in the recruitment of
diarists ad initid sampling procedures which cannot be essly corrected by weighting (Coxon
1995). Smilarly to other sudies of volunteer bias (Rosenthd and Rosnow 1975), in Project
SIGMA, more educated, higher socid satus, more sociable and gpprova-motivaeted (and, in this
case, more sexudly active), and more “out” gay and bi-sexud men completed diaries, though the
degree of these effects is difficult to esimate (Coxon 1995). Of those respondents who dart
diaries fewer finish. Even 0, in the experience of Project SSGMA, the diary emerged as the
“preferred (indeed the unique) method for obtaining certain sorts of information about the detall
of” the sexud activity of men who have sex with men, though there is no reason to assume that
the method should be limited to this context (Coxon 1994, 1996).

2.2 TheMechanicsOf The Project SSGMA Diary

The Project SGMA sexud diaries incdluded four components for each sexud sesson (defined as
one or more sexud acts with the same partner/s over an uninterrupted period of time). These
induded (1) Time, Place and Antecedents (month, day of week and hour, whose accommodation
or wha other location, and whether drugs or acohol were used to enhance the experience); (2)
the Participants (induding a description of easch of the partners but not ther names or directly
identifying detalls, such as exact address); (3) the Sequence of Sexual Activities Which
Transpired, and (4) Accompaniments (induding condoms, lubricants or “toys’). To examine
sexud risk behaviour, the sexud activity section collected abasic formula

WHO does WHAT, TO WHOM, and with WHAT OUTCOME.
A paticua emphass was placed on determining whether gaculation occurred, and if it did,
where the semen went (into which person, onto which person, or esewhere). This sructure of a
sexud sesson bears a driking resemblance to linguidic dructures, and interpreting diary  entries
in this way “gives added indght to the andyss and meaning of sexud behaviour” (Coxon 1994).
The “sentences’ of each act are recorded from the perspective of the diarit, dlowing each act to
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be defined as active (the diarig did act x to his patner), passive (the patner did act x to the
diarigt), mutual (the diarist and his partner did x to each other a the same time), o df (the diarigt
did x to himsdlf). The sentence of each act thus consgts of:
MODE (ective, passve, mutud, sdf) +
BEHAVIOUR (and penetration, masturbetion, etc) +
RESULT (gaculation to specified degtination or no gaculaion) +
MODIFIERS (lubricants, toys, poppers).

To tran respondents to use this format, interviewers asssted respondents in completing a
diary of the repondents previous week's sexud activities Following this interview, respondents
were given a one month diary for completion and return. The diaries induded indructions. (1) to
only complete the diary if they were prepared to supply fully honest answers and not to emblish
or censor their activities;, (2) to record activities as soon as posshle afterward, preferably on the

same day asthe actstook place; (3) and to record a separate account for each session.

2.3 Coding Sexual Diaries

When Project SGMA darted, few andyss programs could cope with the materid collected in
sexud diaies The range of software which can andyse textud daa has grown dramaticdly in
the lagt few years, but as this project largdy relied on software developed in-house, we now turn
to the question of how this project coded the data. The project researchers developed a schema of
coding, or “sxud behaviour code’ (Coxon 1992), dedgned to accommodae the following
needs:

1) induding sufficient detall to cgpture dl common and Mot rare sexud activities,

2) reaning flexibility for future modification;

3) encryptable to ensure secrecy and confidentidity,

4) comprehensibleto subjects and to coders,

5) goplicable to coding activities recorded in diaries, discussed in interviews, or directly

observed.

This code dso had to operate on the assumption that series of continuous motions could be
defined as didinct and nearly universaly recognised categories While every individud may have
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ther own ways of doing sexud acts and while the same person may not do ay given act the
same way evey time, acts tend to have basc common dements — ugng the hand to dimulae the
penis manualy is taken as a necessary pat of magturbaion. To make the process of discussing
the sexud activities as comforteble as possble for respondents, the written materid from the
project used medical terms enclosed in brackets, while the interviewers used the dreet vernacular
when taking to respondents. Thus, awritten question like:

Has another man ever { masturbated} you until you { gaculated} ?

IS spoken as:

Has another man every wanked you until you came?

As Tdde 1 bdow indicates, mesturbaion featured as the most prominent act in the
SIGMA sxud diaies followed by fdlaio and and intercourse, which collectively account for
93% of reported acts. Problems arise with the classfication of some of the less frequent activities.
Respondents usad the word “massage’ to describe activities ranging from merdy running fingers
over a patner’s body, to musce manipulaion, to intercourse between thighs or other non
penetrative intercourse. For this reason, the more exhaudive lig of adivities that diginguished
thigh-fucking from message was presented to respondents to minimise the posshility for
confuson of terms.

Table 2 displays the codes assgned to the moddity of each act, and the two-part code
assgned to the gaculaion esult. A longer lig of codes was assigned to the modifiers. The code
for eech act thus was condructed as the moddity code + the behaviour code + the gaculation
outcome code + the gaculation result code + the modifier code. While some diarigts provided
long hand accounts, others used the coded account. The code hdped to assure anonymity. If
another person read the diary entry in code form, they would not recognise what they were
reading. This proved particularly important as diaries were mailed back in the post. For those
respondents who had peformed acts which had quedionable legd daus in the UK, the code
ensured that police or other agencies which might intercept the diary would not be able to eesly
interpret the diary contents. Diaries returned in code dso overcame the posshility that mailed
diaries could be interpreted as pornography, and thus be ipso facto illegd.



Table 1. The Codes Assigned To Each Sexual Behaviour, And The Percentage Of Total
Reported Activity For Which Each Activity Accounts

Behaviour Code Per centage of Acts

1. Madurbation (wanking) W 62%

2. Fdlation (sucking) S 22%

3. And Intercourse (fucking) F 9%

4. Anilingus (imming) Ri 3%

5. Body Massage Ma 1%

6. Digital-and insertion (fingering) Fg 1%

7. Ancbrachid insation (fising) Fi <1%

8. Corpord Punishment Cp <1%

9. Interfemord penile insartion (thigh fucking) Tf <1%

10. Lindism (weter ports) Ws <1%

11. Nipple twesking or nibbling Tt <1%

Table2.

The Codes Assigned To Each Mode And Each Result

M ode

Code

Af Diaig
Partner

Active (diarist does act to partner)
Passve (partner does act to diarist)

Mutua (diarigts do the act to each other)

Ejaculation Result

The semen ended up In thedianst

The samen ended up in the partner

The semen ended up in acondom

The semen ended up on the partner

The samen ended up on the diarigt

The seamen ended up e sewhere (on the floor)

0
Z x| —ooIz 8 guv>Tw
D

No gaculation

2.4 Tegting The Validity And Reliability Of The SIGMA Sexual Diaries

The project tested inter-coder rdiability by traning coders then asking prospective coders to
independently read the same diary, ligen to a reading of a diay, and waich two three minute
sections of the gay porn video Gay Weekend I, then code the actions of what they had read,
ligened to or observed. Inter-coder agreement was assessed using the Levendhtein digtance test



(Sankoff and Kruskd 1983), achieving an adequate score of 0.08. In generd, dl coders detected
the same number of gaculaion results and the same basc sequencing. Vaidaions aose in
recording of additiond detall, such as deciding whether a hand diding down the chest to the thigh
remaned on the penis long enough to count as an act of magturbation in between two acts of
rubbing or smply counted as one act of rubbing.

As respondents were interviewed before completing diaries, the rdaive rates of reported
sexud activity given to quedionnare answers were compared with the diary answers (dfter
respondents had returned a diary). To ensure comparison of events in the same reference month,
respondents were dso sent an unannounced quedtionnaire asking them to edimate the tota
frequency of vaious sexud acts The rank-order corrdation between the aggregae interview
edimates and aggregate diary counts lay & a modest levd of T=0.77, though the linear
correlation was much higher (r=0.93) (Coxon and Coxon 1993). A regresson coefficent cose to
unity is achieved regressng diary counts on interview estimates (b=0.94 with the intercept at
15.5), which we teke to mean tha respondents generdly over-esimae the frequency of ther
sexud activitiesin the retrogpective recdl (Coxon 1994).

The comparison of diay data with corresponding interview data is indructive (see Coxon
1999) , and has consequences for evauating salf-reported sexud behaviour. In brief:

Quedionndre daa on sxud behaviour yidds consdently higher average edimaes than
diary counts,

Compaing individud difference (diay - quedionnare) scores shows that 55% of
questionnaire estimates of acts are higher than diary-counts, 20% are identicd and 25% are
under-egtimates; and that

Discrepancies are differentialy locatied in different sexud acts Magurbation and fdlatio are
sydemdicdly over-esimaed in quedionnaires Edimates of and intercourse without usng a
condom dso ae regulaly inaccurae though the variation occurs in different directions
insertive active partners under-esimate and receptive partners over-esimate the amount of
highest-risk sex.
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3 TRACKING CHANGESIN SEXUAL BEHAVIOUR OVER TIME

A mgor problem with tracking behaviourd change by usng the method of diaries is that pand
atrition is gret. In the SSGMA longitudind dudy, the number who keep a diary decreased year
on year, and less than 30 percent of those who in Wave One kept a month diary agreed to do so
by Wave Five. However, in the 1993 specid cohort (the "Gay Press’ cohort of diarists, who dso
provided the initid validaion data) we encouraged diarists to continue to keep a sexud diay as
long as they were prepared to do s0. Although the number of diarigts talled off, some men kept
them through seven consecutive months, providing excdlent edimates of individud gability of
sexud behaviour. A few men have been persuaded to keep a diary for yet longer periods, and in
some cases this period includes the actud sexud sesson where HIV transmisson heppened and
after which HIV sero-conversion occurred.

Three intrepid men kept periodic monthly diaries between 1987 and 1995, producing 147
diaries between them. Although these three cases are not typicd diarids, their familiarity with the
diay process and ther enjoyment of completing the diaries in detall resulted in ther production
of paticulaly rich and high qudity diaries All three lived in urban areas and were openly “out”
gay men. Two hed professond jobs and one ran a retall busness One completed diaries during
his twenties, while the other two completed their diaries in ther seventies One used the SGMA
code in the SGMA diay forms, while another hand wrote his accounts long-hand, and the third
kept naturd language, word-processed diaries.

Table 3 summarises the sexud activities of these three men. Diaist 2 (in his 70s) was far
less sexudly active than the other two long-term diarigts (whet is surprisng is how active the two
older men werel). While Diarig 1 had more ssxud sessons per diay, diaig three performed
more acts per sesson. As with the nan SGMA sample, these respondents reported that they
most regularly mastiurbated and engaged in ord sex. Two of these three adso frequently engaged
in rimming, body massage, fingering, and acts involving nipples® Diarists one and three dso
tended to occupy the higher risk pogtion in sexud activity. Diarigt one was the passve patner in
and intercourse in eght sessons for every one sesson where he was the active partner, and

® Thee two diarists did not record this activity with darity, though the coder had the
impresson that the range of acts covered under this heading varied considerably by partner.
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Diarigt three was the passive partner in the same act more than twice as often as he was the active
patner. Both these diarists dso sucked and rimmed partners more than they themsdves were
sucked or rimmed. Table 4 shows the frequency with which each diarists reported various acts.

Table3. Summary Sexual Diary Information Of TheLong-Term Diarigs
Diarist One Diarist Two Diarigt Three
Number of diares 56 45 46
Total number of sexud sessons 2028 500 991
Mean sexud session per diary 36.21 11.11 21.54
Tota number of sexud acts 5112 693 3672
Mean number acts per sesson 252 138 3.70
Table4. Reporting Of Most Frequent Sexual ActsBy The ThreeLong-Term Diarigts
Sexual Act Diaris One Diarig Two Diarist Three
Masturbation:
onown | 888 (18.5%) 189 (34.4%) 992 (35.1%)
with others during asesson 258 (5.4%) 323 (58.8%) 431 (15.2%)
Fdlation:
active (sucking partner) | 1300 (27.1%) 4 (0.7%) 213 (7.5%)
passive (being sucked) 160 (3.3%) 8 (1.5%) 168 (5.9%)
mutud ucking 204 (4.2%) 6 (1.1%) 122 (4.3%)
And Intercourse
active (inserter) 14 (0.3%) 0 (0.0%) 63 (2.2%)
passive (insertee) 112 (2.3%) 0 (0.0%) 161 (5.7%)
Anilingus (Mmming) 622 (13.0%) 0 (0.0%) 97 (3.4%)
(4 receptive)
Body Massage 252 (5.2%) 17 (3.1%) 169 (6.0%)
Digita-and insartion
(fingering) 636 (13.2%) 2 (0.4%) 122 (4.3%)
Nipple twesking or nibbling 356 (7.4%) 0 (0.0%) 292 (10.3%)

Over time, two of the diarists mantaned condged types of sexud rdationships Diarigt
two saw only casud patnes while diaig one mantaned some regular rdationships while dso
seang casud sxud patnes Diaig three, who engaged in the highest risk practices, moved
from seeing only casud patners in early 1988, to seeing regular and casud patners from late
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1988 through 1990. He then returned to seeing only casud partners in 1992, then entaed a long-
term relationship from 1993, while till seeing the odd casud partner onthe sde.

All three long-term diarists entered the study as HIV-negative respondents. In 1995,
Diarig one learned that he had become HIV pogtive. He then kept two monthly diaies fallowing
this diagnoss Prior to this diagnoss, Diarist one had used condoms in 29.8% of and intercourse
acts. Following the diagnosis, he reported no high risk activity, greatly reduced his number of
patners and number of sexua sessons, and only gaculaed following medurbetion. His find
two diaries induded formd, short, and unemotiond accounts, contrasing sharply with the rich
detall of his previous diaries. Diarigt three, who did not use condoms in 91.4% of passve and
intercourse which ended in orgasm (and who used condoms during and intercourse ending in
orgasm with 29.8% of casud and one-off partners), remained HIV negative when he completed
hisfind diary.

4 CONCLUSIONS

The SIGMA project, which spanned twenty-years of data collection, (and continues, though in
raher different foom as it is no longer funded to cary out longitudind research), has
demondrated four important lessons from its experience of monitoring gay men's sxud
lifestyles

Firg, multi-method approaches are not a luxury, but a necessity. It is not Smply that
different methods yidd differet sorts of information; they aso meke convergent vdidaion a
redigic option — and a necessay one, given the divergences we have experienced. This has
involved adgpting and developing new methods for new dgtuations, in this case creding the
sxud diaies and “life-higory” rdaionship chats as wdl as sysematicdly recording of sexud
encountersin Public Sex Environments.

Second, we found that, given the light mativation — and not least “the opportunity to play
a pat in the fight agang Aids’ as we origindly put it — gay men are prepared to yied
remarkably intimate and honest information to social science researchers, even when tha
information is sengtive (such as sex involving someone under the current age of consent) or even
likdy to atract blame (such as incidents of unprotected and intercourse in sero-discordant
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couples). In our case, this trust was undoubtedly helped by openly making it clear fom the Sart
that dl the Investigators of the Project were gay and bissxud men. The obverse of this is that we
have a responghbility not only to ensure that factud information is made avalable for bona fide
ressarchers and responsble policy-makers (as in the cae of the House of Commons Socid
Savices Committee) as wel as to answer the ill-informed attacks of homophobic lobbies, but
adso to give back to the gay community what benefits the Project could offer, such as making
respondents HIV antibody datus avalable to them outsde of the Nationd Hedth Service, where
many beieved that such information was insscure. The Project dso provided Hepatitis
vaccinationsto interested participants without producing forma NHS records.

Third, we found that apurely medical research environment is not best-adapted to
obtaining significant data Though funded by the UK Medicad Research Council and Department
of Hedth, and we were involved in obtaining blood and sdiva samples in naturdigtic (norntdinic)
stings, our prime focus was on the broadly behaviourd and socid aspects of gay men's
behaviour. In one mgor Ste, the (then) GUM dinic had a poor reputation in terms of gay men's
concans, and may respondents were deeply suspicious of the Clinic. This meant tha, beng
independent of it, we could the more easly recruit  those who did not atend the Clinic, and dso
those who were antagonigic to it— and were thus aile to provide an ealy etimae of HIV
infection in nonrdinic based homosexud populations. This, together with the potentid role-
conflict of beng “sfe-sex guardians’ (for pre-counsdling those who took the HIV antibody test)
and lae (in the interview) dtempting to didt indances of unsafe sexud behaviour (Coxon
1993), meant that we were seen ndther to be guardians of medicdised sofe-sex nor to be
implicated directly in the dinicd sstup. (That sad, our Clinical Invedigator ensured that the
Project complied with medical norms and procedures).

Fourth, and findly, in tems of the subject of this paper, the use of multi-method
procedures meant thet both the rdiability and vdidity of the messures of sexud activity and risk
activity could be directly ESTABLISHED and thus provide assured means of tracing the
necessaty detail of their sexud behaviour — how many engaged in sexud adtivities, how much of
it was engaged in — and how the two are related in terms of concentration of risk (Coxon and
McManus 2000).
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