
Finding Our Way

We interviewed 50 sexual and gender
minority men about their experiences

using substances with sex. 

Young sexual and gender minority men
navigating sex and substance use

Our interviews included
conversations about accessing
services, online dating, and safe

supply of substances in Vancouver,
British Columbia. This is a summary

of some of what we learned. 



Salvatore (26-year-old, bisexual,
cis man) said: "I want other
people's perspectives on

what they've gone through in
terms of sex and substance use. I
find people being able to relate in

that regard is easier, and then
you can then do your research
and compare and contrast."  

Many of the guys in the study
told us that sometimes they
weren't sure how to navigate
substance use with sex,
relationships, and
healthcare. 

There's no guide on how to navigate
substances with sex

Because of the nuances of
using substances with sex, guys
said that they find it useful to
hear or read other people's
experiences, and glean tips and
information that fit their lives
and contexts.

In this report, we've included
some of the stories that our
participants shared with us.
While there was a lot of
diversity in experience, these
stories had in common the
influences of online dating,
navigating a safe supply of
substances, and accessing care.

Graham (22-year-old,
gay, cis man) said: "I
either don't know

someone who has the
information [about

substances and sex], or I
don't feel comfortable

asking them."  
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The Study Participants

Ages (years)
Average: 24.18
Range: 18-30 

Immigrants to
Canada
Yes = 16
No = 34

Some participants selected more
than one ethno-cultural identity,
gender, and/or sexual identity.
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We asked guys why they use substances
with sex. This is what they told us:

"There's like a warm, fuzzy feeling almost. And you kind of want to be close
to someone. [...] It's just fun, loveable sex. And when you kind of come down,
you're not necessarily in love with that person but you're still kind of like,
'Ah, I love this,' you know, like you could do this for hours." - Ryley (19-year-
old, gay, cis man) about using MDMA with sex

"If it's, like, a one-night stand kind of thing with a person I don't really know,
then I use them [substances] to feel more comfortable, and to feel more
aroused." - Andres (24-year-old, gender queer, pansexual)

"I grew up in a very rural, conservative community. And I think that I carry a
lot of guilt and shame about that [being gay]. That is quite unfortunate. And
so when you want to be enjoying something with somebody, you want to just
enjoy it and be a normal person." - Avery (24-year old, gay, cis man)

Be in the same mental / physical / spiritual
state as their sex partners.

Develop a connection or bond with their sex
partners.

Eases nervousness or awkwardness before or
during a date or hook-up.

Overcome apprehensions.

Overcome self-stigmatization.

Feels good.
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Many guys said they met their sexual
partners online. Guys described the pros

and cons of online dating: 

“There’s a lot of anxiety that comes with dating on Grindr. Dating apps can shatter
your self-esteem because we all look better in photos than we do in real life. So
there’s a lot of anxiety that comes with actually meeting the person and, you
know, expectations.” - Augustus (19-year-old, gay, cis man)

"In the gay community, I felt like I had to learn it a lot on my own. [...] school
outreach programs and growing up - I mean, it's very much catered to everyone,
and not specifically the gay community [...] so I feel like I really had to find that
information on my own again, so using Grindr, Google searches, Urban Dictionary
has been really good, even asking people who I'm hooking up with, or who I'm
seeing." - Brad (20-year-old, gay, cis man)

“I feel like conversation on an app is always easier than conversation in person, […]
online is basically always easier for saying stuff.” - Panda (20-year-old, bisexual, trans
man)

Anxiety

Transparent

Informative

Discriminatory
“Okay, so, the thing is, as a person of colour, this city sucks. It's as simple as that.
People simply don't reply... first of all. And if they do it's some... fetishization or
stereotype that they have in their mind.” - Lord Voldemort (24-year-old, gay, cis man)
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Guys felt that cannabis was a safer alternative to other substances
because of the legal status of non-medical cannabis in Canada, and
comparatively decreased risks, including during sexual encounters.
However, some participants expressed concerns about being
vulnerable to harms such as violence or feeling regret or shame
about their sexual behaviour when using cannabis for sex. 

Participants described using poppers to facilitate more pleasurable
sex and reduce sex-related harms. However, with Health Canada's
ban on poppers, and unclear information about possible side
effects, many guys are uncomfortable with purchasing and using
unregulated poppers.
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Legalization of cannabis

Health Canada's poppers ban



British Columbia is in the midst of a public health
emergency related to overdoses and an illicit drug supply

that is highly contaminated. Guys told us that the
overdose crisis has affected them in the following ways:

The overdose crisis continues to worsen, and the needs and
experiences of young sexual minority men are not adequately

considered in current public health efforts. 
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We asked guys how to improve their experiences
of navigating substance use and sex. 

Throughout our conversations, study participants emphasized safety.
Their strategies for staying safe physically, mentally and sexually were

always front and center.

Young guys want integrated services where
they can discuss their substance use, sexual
health, mental health, and how they
intersect in their wellness.
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Access to practical, unbiased, evidence-
based information about substances, effects
and side-effects. Many guys thought it
would have been helpful to receive
information about substance use at earlier
ages in their life course.



Include young sexual and gender minority
guys' perspectives in public health efforts to
respond to the highly contaminated drug
supply.

Increased public awareness of how young
sexual and gender minority guys integrate
substances with sex to reduce harms.

Young sexual and gender minority men want to continue to be a part of
conversations with peers, service providers and policy makers about how to use
substances with sex in ways that are meaningful and reduce harms. 

We call on policy and decision makers to bring the voices of sexual and gender
minority men to the forefront in efforts to better address their substance use and
sexual health needs.

Decriminalization and regulation of substances.
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What we have learned so far



For more information about this study, and other projects Rod
Knight's team is working on, please visit our website:

https://www.bccsu.ca/youth-health/

Thank you for your interest in our report on young sexual and gender
minority men's experiences using substances with sex. We want to

thank all the study participants who shared their stories with us. 

The following agencies and institutions made it possible for our
research team to conduct this research:

About Us

Thank you for reading!

We are a team of researchers working at the British Columbia Centre on
Substance Use in Vancouver, Canada. Led by Dr. Rod Knight, we work

with youth communities on projects examining how substance use
intersects with sex and gender.
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