Honest and True? Authenticity in the visual representation of gay relationships in HIV/AIDS health promotion

Writing in Eye magazine in 1992, Simon Watney called for honesty in health promotion campaigns as a basic requirement for effective communication about HIV/AIDS. “People are entitled to clear, unambiguous information, which takes them and their lives seriously”.
 

How gay men and their relationships are visually represented in HIV/AIDS advertising campaigns is a key indicator of how seriously their lives have been taken by health promotion agencies in the UK over the past 25 years. Photographically, these representations range from the abstract and symbolic to the documentary and pornographic in order to attract and engage the gay audience, but it is interesting in this context to examine how the realistic portrayal of ‘relationships’ can be particularly difficult to achieve. 

“The act of selling ...is actively inextricably bound up with a process of actively defining the role and identity of the buyer; advertisements create a space for the viewer within which she/he inserts her/himself in relation to the product”.
 This requirement for audience engagement and belief in the authenticity of the message is even more important when the product being advertised is safer sex. Approaches that use images of men in various states of undress rely on the models being attractive enough for the viewer to at least stop to look at the advert. Campaigns that use explicit imagery can be particularly effective in ‘sugaring the pill’ of safer sex information.
 However, for campaigns that aim to deal with more complex issues around negotiating safer sex, especially in relationships, the viewer does need to be able to identify more closely with the relationship situation being portrayed, or at least accept the depiction of the relationship as credible.
The wider debate around authenticity in photography can be highly theoretical and philosophical and not one to be entered into here, but by examining a few examples from past gay men’s health campaigns, some conclusions can be drawn regarding the credibility of different styles of photography in representing gay relationships and how this has evolved. Key criteria to take into consideration are the breadth of the target audience (and who else might encounter the campaign who is not specifically targeted), whether the campaign is produced by an ‘official’ or ‘unofficial’ source and the resources available for the production of the campaign. 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

1: Choose Safer Sex

In the mid nineties, the then Health Education Authority (HEA) ran a series of adverts aimed at gay men under the campaign banner, “Choose Safer Sex”. One photograph from the campaign depicts a close-up shot of two men in an outdoor setting [fig.1]. There is something about this image that seems very ‘posed’ – the situation is difficult to read (is one of them eating a sliver of carrot? are they having a picnic?) and whilst the presence of the strapline “Choose Safer Sex” helps to anchor the meaning (presumably these two men are in or about to enter into a sexual relationship), there is nothing about the body language in the photograph to convince the viewer that they are genuinely attracted to each other or form a plausible couple. This ‘stock photography’ look is also evident in other images from the series. Four men giving each other piggybacks in the sea appear equally unconvincing in their horseplay [fig.2]. Although only clad in swimming trunks, the men in this scenario also seem strangely desexualised and positively wholesome, which may fulfill an unwritten agenda to normalise the portrayal of gay relationships in a context for a wider public, but does very little to relate the message to a gay audience’s needs and concerns. Even the positioning of the campaign strapline forms a physical barrier between the two couples and an opportunity for opening up a discussion about multiple partners is lost. Indeed, these images seem more appropriate for a caption competition than an attempt to deal with different types of relationships or sexual encounters. 

2: Respect Your Sex

In contrast, examples of a campaign from the same period by Healthy Gay Manchester promote a similar message but use an alternative visual approach [fig.3 & fig.4]. The depictions of couples in their underwear show different sides to relationships – one playful and spontaneous and the other more thoughtful and committed – but both photographs represent an intimacy and honesty that is lacking in the HEA campaign. Whether the audience finds these particular types of men attractive, it is not difficult to believe that they might be having a sexual relationship and as a consequence buy into the credibility of the message. The strapline, “Respect your sex, use condoms & lube” also goes one step further in providing more specific advice (“Choose Safer Sex” is inoffensive, but not particularly useful; negotiating condom use is a bit more complicated than choosing between Pepsi or Coke). Because Health Gay Manchester were a relatively small grass roots organisation producing local resources for gay men, their campaigns could be more accurately targeted and informed by their audiences. Despite limited resources, the quality of the photography, design and reproduction is high enough for these resources to give authority to the source of the message without compromising authenticity, whilst the HEA’s possible concern about the public visibility of its messages and its accountability for them may have been one of the reasons why their campaign appears so bland by comparison.

3: Time for the Family

However, authenticity does not always automatically lead to credibility. Two posters produced by TRADE (part of Men’s Sexual Health Project, Leicester) in 1995 [fig.5 & fig.6] attempt to present alternative relationships in a positive way – a laudable intention at a time when Section 28 of the Local Government Act 1988 was condemning “homosexuality as a pretended family relationship”.
 In this case it could be argued that poor production values and a rather amateurish photographic style work against the credibility of the posters, and the relationship between the images and the overall message is unclear. There appears to be an attempt to cover several agendas at once (possibly because of financial constraints) but by doing so, the safer sex message gets lost. The ‘snapshot’ quality of the photography is enhanced by the framing of the images as if they are in a family album, but this only serves to further remove the image from the helpline message. Whilst the authenticity of the characters in the scenarios depicted is not in question, whether the staged photographs do create a space for the audience is more debatable.

4: HIV Positive Thinking/Living

A subtle but distinct change in the portrayal of HIV positive men’s relationships can be detected in the commercial advertising of pharmaceutical company, Bristol Myers-Squibb in the late nineties. These adverts, that regularly appeared on the back cover of Positive Nation magazine, chronicle the success of antiretroviral drug therapy with a shift from quiet resignation to a more social and public engagement, along with the strapline update from “HIV Positive Thinking” to “HIV Positive Living”. The first example from 1997 [fig.7] shows a moody duotone image of two men in contemplative mode; the figure on the left has his eyes closed in almost serene meditation as if the power of thought alone might defeat the virus, whilst his partner’s eyes are downcast in stoic acceptance.
 Contrast this with an image used two years later [fig.8]; although the colour palette and layout are similar, the expressions and interaction of the two men represented are very different. They are shirtless, probably in a club, dancing and laughing. This time one of the men has his eyes closed through sheer enjoyment of the moment; their laughter appears ‘real’ and the image is less formally composed. This photograph effectively illustrates the revised caption of “HIV Positive Living” – only a one-word change, but a big difference in long-term prognosis for their relationship. 
5: RelationTips

In 2006, GMFA (the gay men’s health charity) published a series of adverts in the gay press that dealt specifically with issues in different types of relationships and negotiated safety. Whilst the intention for this campaign was not to create realistic documentary images, it was important that the men featured could conceivably be ‘real’ couples (some of the men were actually in relationships, such as the example reproduced here [fig.9]). The whole premise of the campaign is that the men in the image are talking to the reader through the first person text. It has to feel to the viewer as though this voice is credible and the body language of the couple needs to support this authenticity even though the scenario they are in is obviously staged. Although controversial for its use of language, this campaign recorded the second highest recognition of HIV health promotion campaigns evaluated over a three year period by an independent research company.
 Whilst this does not necessarily endorse any particular aspect of the advertising’s visual look and feel, a positive response does suggest that the audience was engaged enough by the image to give it a certain amount of attention that would not have occurred if the images used had felt irrelevant. 
6: Boyfriend

This year, the issue of HIV prevention in relationships has been revisited by a Terrence Higgins Trust mass media campaign [fig.10]. This time, the relationship is symbolised by two toothbrushes in a glass. Whilst this image signifies a universally recognisable state of permanence in a relationship and one that could apply to any couple, not just a gay relationship, the style of photography sanitises the situation. The minimalistic isolation of the objects against a clinical white background suggests an advert for toothpaste, whilst the positioning of the toothbrushes rather coyly hints at an intimacy that is otherwise absent. This advert is very clean and functional in approach but lacks the warmth and emotional engagement that may have made it more memorable. In extending the normalisation of gay relationships to its limit, (which in one way seems totally appropriate, especially since the introduction of civil partnerships in 2004), there is always the risk that ‘normal’ becomes bland and forgettable. 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

There are many different ways that imagery can represent gay relationships and HIV/AIDS health promotion campaigns have done a great deal to explore innovative ways of addressing the gay audience since the eighties, giving visibility and affirmation to gay lifestyles. 

As Sigma Research have identified in their latest report on the efficacy of mass media, there is a fine balance to be struck when producing materials so that they continue to interest the viewer but also communicate the health promotion message.
 Overtly sexy images are instantly engaging, but the message may be overlooked; whilst text-based messages stand out in the context of gay media, but can be ambiguous in meaning. There is still however, a need for that space into which the audience can place themselves in relating to the image and by association, the message. But it is not just the type of imagery used that is important, but that the photography captures the more elusive, intangible quality that reads as instinctively truthful in the portrayal of gay men and their relationships.

“While many men found images of muscular men to be appealing most said that they related most to pictures of men who looked and dressed most like themselves.” 
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