
Social Work Study Examines Psychosocial Factors 
And Drug Use In Barebacking 

"Condomless sex: gay men, barebacking, and harm reduction," by 
psychotherapist Michael Shemoff, MSW, was published in Social 
Work, April 1, 2006. 

Shemoff's report surveys the current research on barebacking, 
including discussions of crystal meth use and various psychosocial 
factors that contribute to individuals engaging in risk taking behav
iors. 

Shemoff also notes that gays who practice safer sex for years are 
experiencing safe sex fatigue or burnout as a reason to return to 
unsafe practices such as barebacking. 

High-risk behaviors have been linked to the advent of HIV antiretro
viral therapy and provide gays with a misplaced sense of complacen
cy. "Many believe that contracting HIV is not a big deal anymore -
certainly not a risk to life," said Shemoff. 

In addition, party drugs have spawned an increase in barebacking. 
These include esctasy, GHB, ketamine, and crystal meth. Research 
has shown that the use of crystal is clearly related to barebacking 
among gay and bisexual men in sexually charged venues such as cir
cuit parties, which can last several days. 

The Internet has also contributed to an increase in barebacking, 
according to Shemoff, as gay males can easily find others who are 
willing to bareback. 

Barebacking can be used as a way of meeting interpersonal and 
interpsychic needs. According to Shemoff, "It is all too easy to adopt 
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a reductionistic approach and pathologize sexual risk takers as self
destructive, suicidal, damaged individuals or to believe that for some 
gay men danger is a permanent fetish, (Savage, 1999, p. 62) .... It is 
the task of clinical social workers to help an individual articulate the 
particular meanings of his high-risk behaviors." 

Shemoff urges counselors to deal with this issue in a non-judgmen
tal manner and to urge harm reduction behaviors for those who con
tinue to bareback. One harm reduction method is to sign a mutual 
"negotiated safety agreement" on what each man expects during 
barebacking. 

Writing for the Gay Health web site, Shemoff describes some of the 
other harm reduction practices, which include "serosorting," which 
means having unprotected anal intercourse with a men who have the 
same HIV status; "strategic positioning": where the infected male 
adopts the receptive bottom role during unprotected sex; "assessing 
the viral load": using information that they or a partner have unde
tectable viral loads to make decisions about whether or not to bare
back; "substitution": using oral sex as a substitute for anal sex. • 

Access NARTH's Medical Issues Site 

For regularly updated information on health issues associated 

with same-sex attraction, access the NARTH Medical Issues 

Section ofthe web site: http://www.narth.com/menus/ 

medical.html. 
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therapist's office) where the shut down feelings and split off 
aspects of self can be expressed and explored. Integration of con
tradictory feelings (like love and hate, anger and guilt) creates a 
greater sense of inner stability and clarifies relationships of the 
past and the present. Open exploration of split off aspects of self 
( e.g., assertiveness or sexual desires) reduces the shame that has 
accumulated around these and allows them also to be integrated 
into the self as well. 

This entire process requires facing fear in a profound and new 
way. Men must let down their defenses in order to re-enter inter
nal conflicts that they deemed intolerable years ago. And they 
must venture into their bodies where illogical, uncomfortable, 
and unpredictable emotions exist. The process also requires look
ing for self-created double binds (transferred from relationships 
of the past into relationships in the present). 

As the therapeutic process proceeds, men naturally begin to carry 
their newfound assertiveness, clarity, and wholeness into the real 
world of relationships. They allow others to see their feelings in 
the here-and-now. They become able to reveal themselves to oth
ers and stay in relationship rather than defensively detaching. 
And they find themselves in fewer double binds. 

It is important to understand that Authenticity is both the catalyst 
and the linchpin of change. Without it there is not going to be any 
real change. It must be the primary focus from the very begin
ning of the change process. 

Need Fulfillment 

First, let me define the word "need." I define "need" as that 
which is required in order to maintain joy. I consider joy to be the 
central purpose of human existence. By joy, I mean the experi
ence of satisfaction, well being, and completion; the sense that 
life is good, that it has purpose and meaning. I am speaking of 
joy in its mature, bigger-than-self form-not mere excitement, 
stimulation, or even bliss, although each of these may be part of 
joy. But joy encompasses much more than those, including pain, 
disappointment, and grief. 

A reverse description of "need" may add context: It is a need if 
not having it causes deterioration of the personality, for example 
depression, defenses, intense yearnings, loneliness, alienation, 
shutting down of feelings, or loss of interest or creativity. These 
are the opposite of joy and thus indicate unmet needs. Absent 
from this list of negative experiences indicating unmet needs are 
the core emotions of anger, sadness, and fear. Though many may 
view those feelings as running counter to joy and need fulfill
ment, experiencing them when warranted is actually a need in 
itself and part of the process of maintaining joy. 

Need Fulfillment depends on two masculine drives: to preside 
and to provide. Presiding implies self-governance----creating 
order and balance in your life, which must be maintained if needs 
are to be adequately met. Providing implies the actual work done 
to meet a need, whether that is bringing home the paycheck or 
spending time bonding with a male friend. 
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What Are The Problems? 

The problems described earlier that block men with SSA from 
experiencing Authenticity are the also the root problems that 
block Need Fulfillment. Meeting needs requires first knowing 
self. Of particular importance is the shutting down of feelings, 
splitting of self, and disconnection from the body caused by 
childhood double binds. 

Men with SSA often do well at meeting some of their needs, but 
do poorly meeting others. Typically, shame or an emotional con
flict surrounds the needs they do not meet. For example, meeting 
the need to feel at ease in the body-to feel confident and secure 
in your own skin-might require exercise and dieting. But 
intense body shame can make it very difficult to even acknowl
edge the body's needs, much less care for the body or expose it 
by going to the gym for a workout. Or, meeting the need to indi
viduate from mother might require creating boundaries in the 
relationship. But conflicting feelings oftove, anger, and guilt can 
undermine the setting of boundaries with her. 

Childhoods characterized by double binds can also diminish a 
man's ability to meet his needs by engendering a passive person
ality. Essentially a learned helplessness, passivity results from 
life situations that left the boy with no power in his own life-he 
was damned if he did and damned if he didn't. To make matters 
worse, he likely created a false self to interface with his hostile 
or unpredictable double-binding world. The purpose of the false 
self is to perceive the needs or wants of other people and to sat
isfy them. Awareness of self-along with the needs of the self
is lost. 

The further in life these men go without knowledge of their 
needs, the further off track they can become. In some cases, a 
fundamental incompatibility develops between their lifestyle and 
the meeting of their authentic needs. Getting back on track can 
then require substantial effort and sacrifice. 

Grief is what naturally happens when we are thwarted in meeting 
our needs. If grief is too painful or pervasive, grief might defend
ed against through various inaccurate methods, including mastur
bation, pornography, and homosexual fantasies or behavior. 

How Is The Principle Of Need Fulfillment Lived? 

Authenticity opens the way for Need Fulfillment by increasing 
awareness of both cognitive and physiological aspects of emo
tion. This means that a man can feel his feelings and understand 
what they mean. He is thus capable of understanding his emo
tions when they tell him what his needs are and when they tell 
him that his needs are either met or unmet. 

When men first begin the change process, they often don't under
stand their needs. One way to help them find out what their 
unmet needs are is to follow their grieving emotions (i.e., anger 
and sadness) to their source. This process is used in therapy to 
resolve feelings from painful relationships. But it can also point 
out needs that were left unmet in those relationships as well as 








