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Although the rate of HIV infections in the United States 

has remained stable in recent years, rates are significantly 

increasing among gay/bisexual men in the youngest age 

groups (13 to 24 years), especially young black men.  

Brian Mustanski, medical social sciences, and his team  

at Northwestern’s new Institute for Sexual and  

Gender Minority Health and Wellbeing are working to  

understand what drives these health inequities and to create 

innovative programs for addressing this growing epidemic. 

Mustanski first looked at data from Project Q2 — the 

longest-running longitudinal study of lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, and transgender adolescents ever conducted.  

It showed that young black men were actually engaging  

in fewer HIV risk behaviors than young white men. Since 

individual behavior was not producing the inequities, 

Mustanski examined network and neighborhood factors. 

His study revealed that young black gay/bisexual men  

had denser sexual networks and were more likely to  

have sexual partners from Chicago neighborhoods with 

more HIV cases. Both factors helped explain the racial 

disparities. Mustanski is now advancing this multilevel 

perspective in a large study that draws on faculty from 

multiple Northwestern schools to examine HIV in young 

gay men through the “lenses” of genetics, development, 

networks, and neighborhoods. 

Mustanski prioritizes his results by using such studies’ 

findings to inform new services, but reaching young gay 

and bisexual men through HIV prevention programs can 

prove challenging. As a solution to this hurdle, Mustanski 

has pioneered the use of new media and technology.  

For example, his Keep It Up 2.0 program is an online  

HIV prevention program developed specifically for  

diverse young gay/bisexual men. The program includes 

video soap operas, interactive games, and educational 

animations. Early evidence demonstrated that the 

program works, so Mustanski has begun evaluating  

it in a randomized controlled trial in Atlanta, Chicago, 

and New York City that involves nearly a thousand  

young gay/bisexual men. 

Research on multilevel influences on HIV and substance use 

in a YMSM cohort is supported by a grant from the National 

Institute on Drug Abuse, 1U01DA036939. Research on the 

efficacy of Internet-based HIV prevention is supported  

by a grant from the National Institute on Drug Abuse  

and National Institute of Mental Health, 1R01DA035145.
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