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¥ Messages Subject: Commentary on Signorile

Members Only Good norning peeps! Following is

Chat sone insightful conmentary from ADVERTISEMENT
Curt Hicks

Files of the Cook County Dept of Public
Health (lllinois - Chicago area

Photos on ! % ared  Needac

Polls M chel angel o Signorile's stance

Promote that we nust be screeching "HV
is a Living
Hel 1" or we
are irresponsible. After Curt's
thoughts | have included —
Signorile's ( 2
sinplistic, over-generalizing, |
j udgnent al , condemmi ng, — J
persecuting article - f,-*'
j ust .
publ i shed in Newsday. You may [
think he is irrel evant because he
will say
anyt hi ng
to get attention. But the fact that he does get attention --- and
signi ficant
national media attention at that --- makes hi m someone we MJST consid
wr ong

as he is in this instance.
--jim

Al ways bear in mnd when reading Signorile that however frequently he
cited on gay nmale public health issues, he is a public relations
consul tant and gossip col umist, not a Behaviorist or Social
Psychol ogi st. Hi s profession has honed his instinct for grabbing
headl i nes and public attention, but it has not prepared himto projec
the behavioral inpact of his nessages on his proposed audi ences.
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Signorile's strategy is "Refer Madness" revisited.

WAt chi ng soneone el se do "Behavior X' and get cl obbered by "Consequen
Y" is vicarious conditioning, what Bandura called "Social Learning."
And it may work, if it works at all, only to the extent we've gotten
good advice froma simlar nediumthat tested out in reality as true.
Speed limt signs keep their neaning to nost folks on streets with
frequent enforcenent, but lose their neaning in the absence of

occasi onal radar guns. W quickly learn to distinguish signs that te
us truthfully about consequences fromthose that don't. Exaggerating
H V' s aversive consequences may briefly achieve risk avoi dance anong
naive, but at a terrible cost, the long termloss of prevention's
credibility.

But that's not the only problemw th Signorile's proposal. Aversive
nmessages, precisely because they are unpleasant, will be run fromlik
skunks. Signorile's "living hell" nmessages teach no positive skills,
prosoci al val ues, no expected sexy outconmes. They teach only one
nessage, "HI 'V risk= disconfort". And that is not a nmessage that young
gay nen who test it in the bedroomor the bushes will find
credible--until far too many years too |late

Real i stic portrayals of unsafe behavior's consequences, if paired wt
depictions of happier results from safer behavior, m ght have sone

ef fecti veness for gay nen who have al ready experienced the unfun
consequences of careless play. One part Signorile, mxed with two par
honesty and two parts risk reduction skill nodeling, mght have a sho
at encouragi ng safer behavior by H V-positive gay nmen who don't get t
they can contract H V strains resistant to neds they haven't tried ye
or other nasty, incurable bugs. It m ght have sone inpact on gay nen
visiting an STD clinic trying to put out a burn. But it's not likely
work with a young audi ence who don't know any actually sick with HV
t hey know anyone with H'V at all.

To reach them we rust |ook for the intersection of risk reduction an
their currently existing notivations. Let's see if we cannot identify
those risk reduction strategi es that young gay or bisexually active m
bel i eve coul d be easy, fun, and popular with their partners. Then | et
| ook for ways to synmbolically link those preferred practices with the
notions of their ideal selves. Coca Cola didn't nmake its billions
exhorting folks to "Drink this sweet, brown, bubbly liquid." It's ads
sang us Siren songs. Their inmagery portrayed the opening of that icon
bottle as a gateway to life, joy, zest, sexiness, connectedness,
conmunity."” And their inmagery norphed with the times and the narket.

Signorile's strategy isn't likely to influence teens and early
twenty-sonethings. Realistically, H 'V consequences are likely to hit
hardest a good decade after infection. And the gay teens |'ve chatted
with about this cringe at the thought of actually turning 25 years o
| et alone 35, let alone 35 with unpleasant Al DS-rel ated synptons. Sho
themthe face of a gaunt 40 year old with facial wasting and they're
likely to see it as an indictnment of being 40 as of getting Al DS. But
find out why they pick one fast food over another, downl oad one
nmusi ci an's track over another, try one drug but not another, wear one
desi gner over another and we nmay get a clue how to speak risk reduct
in the | anguage of their notivations. If we can synbolically link ris
reduction to life-as-they-want-it-to-be, whatever that may be for a
gi ven niche of young males who play with nmales, we can position
user-friendly risk reduction strategies as the pathway to get there.
-Curt Hicks

Cook County Department of Public Health
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Newsday, August 25, 2003

235 Pinelawn, Melville, NY, 11747-4250

(Fax: 516-843-2986 ) (E-Mail: letters@... )

( http://ww. newsday. coni

http://ww. newsday. conl news/ heal t h/ ny- vpsi g253427487aug25, 0, 5099039. s
HV Is AWful, Even Wth The New Drugs

By M chel angel o Signorile

One ad is headlined "Crix Belly" and features a man with a horribly
di stended stomach, a side effect of anti-HV drugs such as Crixivan.
Anot her,

headl i ned "Facial Wasting," depicts a man with a gaunt face proclaim
t hat he

now | ooks "li ke a ghost.'
called "D arrhea."

VWhat all of these bus shelter ads have in comon is that they drive
the point home that HV &€“ as well as the side effects of the drugs
now

conbat it &€“ is a living hell.

You'd think ads |ike these would be running in national gay magazi nes
and woul d be sl apped up on bus shelters in gay ghettos across Anerica

There's one called "N ght Sweats" and anoth

scandal ously, here we are, alnobst 25 years into the epidemc, and the
pl ace you'll see anything like themright nowis in San Franci sco, wh
t hey

wer e

produced by the Stop AIDS Project, and only in the past year

The eerie absence of such reality advertising has taken a toll.
According to the |latest reports, many gay nen, young and old, have g
on

safer sex. It's alarnming, and enraging, to see entire generations of
nmen

forget about the past. But as new reports show a surge in HV infect
anong

gay R .

and bi sexual men &€“ up 17 percent from 1999, according to a study re

last nonth by the Centers for Disease Control &€“ you can't hel p but
t hat

Al DS has been whitewashed in the nmedia and popul ar cul ture.

Even Al DS groups thensel ves have made the di sease seem so manageabl e
that, to nany young gay nen, it doesn't matter if they get infected,
sone,

H 'V infection may even seem desirable. Wth drug-resistant strains of
spreading, the rise in unsafe sex &4€" and the unwitting glanorization
Al DS

a€“

can very quickly turn back 20-some years of advancenent on the AIDS f
And

much of the blane, rather than falling on right-wing politicians igno
t he

di sease, will fall squarely on gay nen thensel ves for what is grossly
i rresponsi bl e behavi or.

For much of the epidenic, AIDS groups have had the dual role of tryin
to prevent the spread of HV while also enpowering those already infe
and

hel ping themto fight off stigma. That's often neant depicting H V-po

gay and bi sexual nen as healthy, attractive and successful. Drug conp
too, in their efforts to sell high-priced Al DS drugs, have hawked inma
chisel ed nen clinbing rocks or flexing as hot poster boys, ready to t

t he
wor | d.
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But if AIDS has been glanorized in the world of advertising, it's bee
forced into the closet in the gay comunity itself. AIDS and the pain
ugliness surrounding it &€“ including death &€“ are hidden from vi ew

Gone

are the enaci ated bodi es wal king the streets and the decrepit, lifele
soul s

carted out in wheelchairs at AIDS wal ks. Mdst Hl V-positive nen today
not

only remarkably prolonged their lives thanks to the onset of the
conbi nati on

drug therapies of protease inhibitors, but nany are on testosterone t
as

wel | . Many are now nuscl e-bound and studly, even if they're taking po

drugs with debilitating side effects &€* the night sweats and diarrhe

i nstance &€“ and an uncertain long-termeffectiveness. Meanwhile, man
Hl V- negati ve

guys | ook |ike average Joes and often find it hard to conpete.

There is sonething very twi sted and wong when some young,

H V- negative gay men profess a fear of not fitting in, to the point o
per haps

unconsciously contracting HV to attain a sense of comunity. Earlier
sunmer there

was a barrage of nedia attention around a controversial docunentary mn
the rounds of the filmfestivals called "The Gft," about an all eged
subcul ture

of grotesquely reckless gay nen who fetishize contracting and spread

H V.

Cal ling thenmsel ves "bug-chasers"” and "gift-givers," these men apparen
tal k

of H'V as a special, wonderful club.

Truly denmented, yes &€“ and highly sensationalized as well. But while

t hi s phenomenon probably accounts for only a mnuscule group, a nuch

swat h of gay men seens to be engaging in unprotected sex not because

actually want H'V, but because they think it's just no big deal to ge
They see

a nmuscle stud on the street who, they're told, is HV positive, and t
see a

handsonme man in an ad procl ai m ng how wonderful his |ife has been sin
was di agnosed. Suddenly, forgoing condons in the heat of the nonent b
a

| ot easier.

That's why a radical new vision |ike that of San Francisco's Stop AlD
Project is vital right now, in New York and across Anmerica. O course
shoul dn't be considered "radical" to depict a disease as a bad thing.
t he

t he hi ghly-charged issues surroundi ng Al DS have never been that sinpl
4€¢ M chel angelo Signorile is a former editor of The Advocate, a

nati onal gay nmgazi ne, and aut hor of "Queer in America" and "Life Qut
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