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Background

• African American young men who have sex with men 

(AAYMSM) are more likely to be infected with HIV 

compared to other YMSM and account for a 

disproportionate number of HIV/AIDS cases

• AAYMSM occupy a unique position in society; they are 

often stigmatized within the larger African American 

and gay communities and face racism and homophobia 

in general society

• It is important to gain an understanding of the different 

communities in which AAYMSM live and interact to 

better understand the social and cultural structures

• The House and Ball communities may be one such 

community  



 Derived from Harlem Balls of the 1920s, underground 

celebrations and competitions 

 House and Ball communities work in tandem to develop and 

support a community involving primarily African American and 

Latino individuals of diverse sexual and gender identities

 Houses are different groups of individuals that compete against 

each other during Balls

House and Ball Communities

 Balls are underground events involving 

competitions focused around dance, 

athletics, and gender expression.  

 Houses are identified as having a sense of 

family, friendship, and support and have a 

Mother and/or Father 

 The limited research with these communities 

suggests HIV is a major public health concern



Study Methods 

This study utilized a number of different methods:

• A survey administered at House and Ball events (N=263)

• Participant observations at Balls, meetings and other events

• Semi-structured, qualitative interviews with House leaders 

(N=26)

• Focus groups with House members (N=10)

• Community-engaged approach with an advisory board comprised 

of House leaders from the 15 Los Angeles Houses 



Survey Demographics 

Total (N=263) Males (n=233)

Age

17-20 years 30% 30%

21-25 years 50% 51%

Ethnicity

African American 83% 83%

Latino/Hispanic 7% 6%

Other 2% 1%

Live at home with family 37% 40%

Sexual Identity 

Gay/other same sex 66% 71%

Bisexual 24% 25%

Straight 10% 3%

Attracted to both men and women -- 44%



Survey Data: Involvement in House and Ball Scene 

Involvement in House and Ball Scene 

Average age first attended Ball 19.6 years

Average age first joined House 19.5 years 

Changed or left House in past year 25%

How long in current House 

Less than 3 months 15%

Between 3 and 6 months 14%

Between 6 months and 1 year 19%

Between 1 and 5 years 43%

Longer than 5 years 9%



Sexual Behavior, Substance Use and HIV Risk 

s 

Males 
(N=233)

Inconsistent condom use past 3 months 27%

Sex exchange past 3 months 12%

Drug use past three months 

Marijuana 53%

Cocaine 4%

Ecstasy 12%

Club drugs 15%

STI Diagnosis (ever) 27%

HIV test in last 6 months 81%

HIV positive (self report) 6%



Qualitative Analysis 

• Constant comparative approach

• Codes related to expectations, challenges and risks 

experienced in the House and Ball scene, benefits to 

participation and experiences with decimation were 

included 

• Benefits identified: 

– Sense of family and support 

– Sense of acceptance and validation/recognition 

• Challenges/Risks identified: 

– Struggle to maintain status in scene

– Over-involvement in the Ball scene 

– Perception and stigma of the Ball scene 



Sense of Family and Support 

• The House and Ball scene serves as a subculture that is able to 
provide a sanctuary so members can freely express themselves 
creatively, artistically and sexually

• The family structure provides House members support in the form 
of love, a place to stay when needed, financial assistance, and 
guidance

• The Ballroom community recognizes all types of people and has 
categories for different body types, talents, genders and styles

Some of us come from backgrounds 
where we were abused or kicked out or 
not really appreciated or supported by 
our own family because of our journeys 
whatever they might be.  So this was 
kind of an avenue to create that safe 
haven and to really be able to say, “I do 
belong to something.  I am wanted.”

For some reason, America is not ready 
for X-Men. Now I use the term X-Men 
because we are a people who are 
outlasted because of our 
sexuality…Sometimes we feel like X-Men 
and I am Professor X rolling around on 
my wheelchair and there is this great 
school for creative kids with a gift of 
being gay. 



Sense of Family and Support 

• Basic structure of the House suggests a family

• Most parents described their role as Mother or Father as the 

primary motivation for being in the scene

• House parents can replace or supplement relationships with 

biological or “gay families”

I feel like a real mother because 
it’s like gratitude, ‘Oh my God, he 
had a good night, he won the 
trophy he wanted,…or whatever.  
We all got together and became a 
family’, not just for the Ball but to 
help each other out and that kind 
of stuff is rewarding. 



Sense of Acceptance and 

Validation/Recognition 

• The status system of the Ball scene recognizes performers 

who have made a name for themselves in the community 

through Ball competitions

• For some, this validation was something that they had 

strived to achieve for a number of years in the everyday 

"real world” 

• The Ballroom is a place where 

individuals are celebrated and 

awarded for being who they 

are – something many were 

ostracized for their entire lives 

It’s like Cheers, it’s like everybody 
knows your name…it’s just a 
really cool outlet where you can 
be appreciated by people who 
understand who it is that you are 
or what it is that you do. 

I can be me.  I am in a  place 
where I can fit in because they 
have different categories that I 
can fit into and a place that is 
actually going to award me. 



Sense of Acceptance and 

Validation/Recognition

Well my story is unlike any others due to the 

fact my Ballroom scene started before I entered 

the Ballroom, and what I mean by that in terms 

of wanting to be accepted in society and looked 

upon as something greater than myself. So the 

Ballroom scene was something that was inside of 

me for a long time, and it developed at an early 

age.... As it began to develop, I began to like 

myself, because as a child I really didn't like 

myself... I was always told I could not 

accomplish anything. I was going to be a failure, 

that I would be gay...as I approached the 

Ballroom scene, it made me feel like I was important. It gave me 

some insight to a whole brand new society that I was willing to just 

jump into.  

- House Father 



Challenges: Struggle to Maintain 

Status in Scene

• Path to achieving and maintaining this status had a number of 

challenges which could lead to violence and on-going fights about 

competitions or throwing “shade”

• Travel and designer clothing are often required to maintain status. 

Some members engage in illegal and/or risky activities to obtain 

these items, such as credit card fraud, turning to sex work or 

"escorting" for money.
It's been over the last five to ten years 
that it [escorting] has just exploded ... 
These guys can make easy money. Most 
of these guys are pretty young… 
Somebody gives you 50 dollars for this 
or 100 dollars for that, it's easy. It’s five 
or ten clients within a day and you make 
a lot of money but at what price or at 
what cost?

• Parents felt that some of 

the pressures within the 

Ballroom scene 

contributed to substance 

use, such as taking 

different stimulants or 

club drugs to stay up and 

compete or other types 

of drugs to relive anxiety 



Challenge: Sex Risk and Drug Use  

• Prior research with non-Ball AAYMSM indicates lower drug use than 

Latino or Caucasian YMSM

• This survey shows higher use of ecstasy than other YMSM 

populations 

• When compared to other YMSM, Ball-associated AAYMSM also have 

higher rates of sex work

• Most parents had strong opinions on drug use in competitions and 

House events 
Like I said, dealing with it [drug use] in the 
past and watching the XX House makes me 
harder on it…[I: So it really did tear up the XX 
House?] Oh yes.  These people were …they 
were exceptional and it’s like a lot of people 
just deteriorated, like some of the best or the 
most gorgeous Face kids. When you look now, 
you only see remainders of them 



Challenge: Over-involvement in the 

Ball Scene 

• Ball scene was described as being "unreal" or with a 

“fantasy” nature, allowing its members to create an "alter 

ego".  This "unreal" world serves as an escape for many who 

enter the scene.

• The risks associated with the Ball scene are seen as more 

problematic for those who become too involved and drop out 

of school or cannot keep a job. 

• Parents also linked this issue of 

being too wrapped up in the 

scene to escorting, believing 

that those involved may be doing 

so because they did not graduate 

from school and/or cannot find a 

job.

I still do live in this world which is very 
hateful towards people like myself, 
and I have to know how to 
differentiate between reality and 
fantasy.  People don’t live in the 
Ballroom scene, they get caught up in 
it, into the hype. 

A lot of people sometimes get 
caught up in the fantasy and 
forget that there are other things 
besides the Ball scene.  That’s why 
I try to remember to keep the kids 
in school or work.  You got to do 
something outside of the Ball 
scene.



Perception and Stigma of the Ball Scene 

• While members of the House and Ball communities are 

continually striving to achieve status within the scene, this 

status was described as  worth very little outside the scene.  

Individuals outside the scene view it and those in it as 

"messy", unmanageable and/or prone to start a fight.  

• These stereotypes may have bigger implications; some 

parents felt  that service organizations had historically 

stayed away because of negative perceptions associated with 

the Ballroom scene. 

The House and Ball community is a 
community of people who [are] riff raff, 
in their minds. Who engaged in 
malfeasant behaviors, all they [do] is 
craft or booze or steal.



Discussion 

• Service providers and 

interventionists should ensure that, 

when working with AAYMSM, the 

term family is broadly defined, and 

clients should be made to feel 

comfortable in including a House 

parent or “personal/gay family” 

member in HIV prevention work.

• Providers working with the House and Ball communities should be 

aware that sex work is a common problem and consider 

incorporating harm reduction programs into their service array.

• The House and Ball scene offers many healthful aspects that can 

be leveraged as part of intervention efforts; prevention programs 

designed for this community should consider building on these 

strengths.



Next Steps 

• Continue to analyze data – both qualitative and quantitative

• Identify others working with House and Ball communities to 

identify interventions that may be acceptable

• Reconvene our community advisory board – and convene a new 

group of House members – to present data results, intervention 

ideas and discuss intervention opportunities 

• In partnership with Los Angeles House community, design/adapt an 

HIV prevention program that builds on strengths in the community 
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