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During the COVID-19 pandemic, messages from the government and public
health organisations aimed at stopping the spread of the coronavirus were
turned into media campaigns targeting different groups. The COVID Sex
Lives project sought to understand how these messages affected the
experiences Men Who Have Sex with Men (MSM) in the United Kingdom
when it came to their sex lives and using digital platforms for sexual
purposes. Over the past two decades, dating and hookup apps have become
popular ways for people to meet and connect, even during the pandemic,
and MISM have been early adopters of these technologies for dating,
hooking up, and combating loneliness.

The research project, a collaboration between the University of Salford,
Newcastle University, King's College London, and Birmingham City
University, was funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council and
aimed to understand how health messages during the pandemic affected
the sex lives of MSM, their sexual health and overall well-being during this
challenging time.

The research team conducted four online surveys between April 2021 and
January 2022 with a total of 1409 responses from MSM, as well as
analysis of relevant topics in the media, on health organisation websites
and on Twitter. In the surveys, participants gave brutally honest and
vibrant answers about their experiences, these were sometimes hilarious
and sometimes heart-breaking. This zine aims to show some of the key
themes that came from the research, whilst giving space to the variety of
voices of UK MSM that appeared in our data. They demonstrate the
frustration, challenges, and spirit of a community navigating an

unprecedented period of global uncertainty in their personal and intimate
lives.
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mpacl on sex lives

The majority of our
respondents felt the
pandemic had impacted
their sex lives. For those
who did not this was often
either because their sex
life had not been active
prior to the pandemic, or
because they lived with a
monogamous partnetr.

People who did not live with their
regular partners or were in long
distance relationships highlighted
the impact on their sex lives, unable
to see partners. As one person said:
“My partner is a big lad but his
equipment doesnt reach from the
Czech Republic to Scotland.”’
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In some respects increased
when partner was off work but
with stress of my work (nurse)

this created fatigue and less

adventurous sex

“The government’s response to the
pandemic was to implicitly codify
monogamy and nuclear families into
the law. We were not bermitted legal
pleasure unless we had a partner we
lived with or had a stable family unit. |
found this unfair’

“There was no consideration of young
single people. Sex was handled by the

government as a taboo and physieal /
emotional needs for infimacy of
single people were completely
ignored”




Making changes

Some participants noted that part of the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on their sex lives was that they had changed how they
had sex, hooked up or interacted with others in the dating scene.
When we asked people about covid-safe sex, we noticed that the
responses we received evolved as the pandemic moved through
different phases. Early on many respondents felt COVID- safe sex
was ‘silly’, ‘impractical’ and just not realistic’, although some had
tried following government guidelines.

However as lateral flow testing and vaccinations became widely
available, and government guidelines changed we noticed that
respondents were adopting a range of changes in their sex lives

to reduce risks of catching or spreading COVID-1 9, adapting their
existing ‘toolkit’ of sexual health practices.
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LeTs gel digital.

In our analysis of media and public health organisation
narratives we noted frequent references to virtual hook-ups
using digital apps and platforms as a ‘creative alternative to
face-to-face sex as a way to encourage MISM to stay home
and avoid hooking up. So we asked our survey respondents
about their experiences.
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My partner and | did some sex
barties .. ] through Zoom, which
brought oy the exhibitionist Side of
our relationshi‘p. It was fun, but of
Course not quite the same 25 a
Sweaty sex dungeon

| have used social media
and chat rooms to have
online hookups so that |

can have risk-free sexual
experiences with others

It feels cheap,
no intimacy



why are nlimacies
por {an?

So why does it matter if people’s sex
lives and intimate relationships were
impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic?
After all, surely everyone made
sacrifices to protect lives?

Well, the intimacies in peoples lives

im%act their well-being and mental

health. Intimacies include a broad range
of ways of expressing closeness and

affection and are a key part of human
cultures. Sexual intimacy and

expression is an important part of of the

community and culture of some men
who have sex with men.




[Ts ol just aboul sex

What no one is talking about
is the reason why we do hook ups... it is al
about being alone and lonely. It is not just
about the sexual pleasure, what’s more, it is

not about this at all. It is about seeking

company, a bit of compassion and to feel
valued and not alone.




MenTal Heal {h

It is well known that the pandemic
took a toll on the mental health of
many people, particularly during
lockdown periods. So it is
unsurprising that some of our
participanis mentioned the toll on
their mental health. We noticed that
themes around the need for intimacy,
loneliness, poor hody
image and COVID
anxiety were common
in relation to mental
health.







COVIV &~ AIPS

In the analysis of media narratives we noticed
parallels being drawn with the RIV/AIDS pandemic
and how MSM are already adept at managing the
risks of RIV therefore COVID-19 risk management

could be added to this. Because of these narratives,
we were interested in finding out what MSM who
had experienced both the height of HIVZAIDS
pandemic and COVID-19 thought about
comparisons, and how they felt sex had been talked
about in both pandemics.

Here are 4 key sentiments we noticed in the
responses:

‘It’s a disgusting comparison to make. They are not akin. The
HIV pandemic was a huge mark against the Ightg+*
community and was the basis of a lot of bigotry. This has not
been the same thing”

“That actually killed us. Covid gives us a runny nose. Don’t
compare them it’s fucking insulting

“Not comparable. Sex was death in the 80s. (Still had it)
Now people == death”




“Much more openly and with less stigma. It did bring back some
bad memories though’

“During the AIDS/HIV pandemic there was a blame culture that
isn't in place for covid”

“They AIDS pandemic time was f;’l," of shame. Shame if you were
gay.

“we don’t have government tv advertising showing gravestones
for starters”

“Sex isn’t really talked about in regard to covid’

“Heard almost nothing during Covid. During AIDS you heard
about sex constantly”

“Sex has not been talked about this time”

“Silence. In the late 80s and 90s gay and bi men talked
endlessly about safe sex practices and acceptable risk - | rarely
hear any of that now except in private conversations with gay
male friends around my age.’

Pittevrerine

“Aids was worse and govt were slow at responding they chose to
label and isolate sufferers.

“The raridity of the response and concern for the wellbein? of those who
e

get COVID compared to the lack of concern shown for people who get HIV/
AIDS. For me, the main issue is mo;ti' t(l) go with who is considered worthy
of help:

“I¥'s much more prolific and instantly funded. Back in the HIV crisis we
proved as a community that we look after each other and care. We
educated ourselves, we put safe sex message out there and funded free
condoms in bars and pubs. c‘tlgl]{ifd haat Ibyg‘en handled and funded very
ifferently.

“There was no notable public health outcry by government in the
immediate HIV/ZAIDS crisis of the early 1980s”




This zine has provided a shapshot into the sex lives and
intimacies of men who have sex with men during the
COVID-19 pandemic. As much as possible we have
included the responses of the men themselves in their
own words, as no one understands their experiences
better than they do.

The vibrant data they shared with us shows that the
COVID-19 pandemic impacted many of them, affecting
their sex lives, leading to changes in how they engaged
sexually and for some causing difficulties with mental
health.

We would like to thank all the men who took part in our
four surveys and shared their perspectives on living,
hooking up and dating through the Pandemic.
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