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Early messages from the USA to combat the AIDS epidemic 
focussed on partner reduction and looking for signs of illness 
– there was not yet scientific confirmation that AIDS was 
a sexually transmitted disease. But from the mid 80s on, it 
became apparent that condom use could significantly reduce 
the spread of infection. So a product that was rarely spoken 
about publicly and never depicted in mainstream advertising 
became an important component in educating the UK 
population about HIV prevention. Regulations prohibiting 
commercial advertising of condoms in the UK were lifted in 
1987.

The first text-heavy government newspaper ads (1986) exercised 
a cautious approach and made only one reference to the use of 
a ‘sheath’ as a way of reducing risk. Amongst gay community 
activists, there were some qualms about wholeheartedly promoting 
condom use, as they did not want to be seen to be endorsing a 
completely risk-free solution; a 1987 Terrence Higgins Trust (THT) 
flyer emphasises that “Fucking is Dangerous” and only concedes 
that condoms “may offer some worthwhile protection”. The 
recommendation that gay men use extra-strong condoms emerged 
from this debate, rather than any evidence that they were less 
likely to tear during anal intercourse than regular condoms. 

Condom brands such as Mates and Durex saw opportunities for 
an expanding market and were quick to produce ‘informational’ 
leaflets about AIDS, although aimed firmly towards a heterosexual 
audience (eg. ‘Take Care!’ Mates 1989; ‘HIV, AIDS and Condoms. 
The Facts.’ Durex, 1990). Whilst the preferred ‘official’ advice was 
to promote abstinence or monogamy (especially to young people), 
with no likelihood of a cure the HEA embarked on a campaign 
in 1988 to reduce embarrassment around buying and carrying 
condoms. A number of health authorities remained coy about the 
subject, coming up with inventive euphemisms and metaphors 
(‘Have you got someone to put your socks on?’ Birmingham Health 
Education Department, 1987) and talked about ‘using protection’ 
or ‘taking care’. It was rare to find straightforward advice about 
condoms published and made accessible to vulnerable people 
such as prisoners, drug users and sex workers (eg. Scottish AIDS 
Monitor ‘HIV and AIDS Can Be Prevented’, circa 1987).



There was pressure on the authorities from right wing and religious 
groups such as Family and Youth Concern who warned about the 
dangers of encouraging promiscuity and often promoted their moral 
position by raising concerns about the efficacy of condoms. The 
HEA withdrew plans for a ‘condoms are cool’ message, replacing it 
with the more official ‘Experts’ adverts (1989-90), however a year 
later it launched one of its most successful condom ‘normalisation’ 
campaigns, the ‘Mrs Dawson’ cinema and TV ads. But the issue 
of appearing to condone sex by making condoms available in 
locations such as prisons continued to be controversial (‘Wot No 
Condoms?’ ACT-Up, early 90s).

During the 90s, ‘normalisation’ continued, with condoms more 
commonly making it onto mainstream television programmes 
aimed at heterosexual teenagers such as ‘Speakeasy AIDS Special’
(1994 & 1995) where celebrity guests demonstrated putting condoms
on bananas and cucumbers. This infotainment approach was 
extended into teen magazine supplements, as well as specially 
produced publications that mimicked their chatty style (‘The Mizz 
Book of Summer Love’, in collaboration with the HEA, 1993). 

After getting a mainstream audience to feel comfortable with 
condoms, the mid 90s saw attempts to maintain their use 
through an association with romance, hearts and Valentine’s Day 
promotions (‘All you need is ♥︎ and a [condom]’ Avert, 1996; ‘Think 
of a Letter. Think R for Romance’ West London Health Promotion
Agency, 1996; ‘Go safer with a Passion Pack’ York AIDS Action 1995;
‘Cupid’s Condom’ Sussex AIDS Centre and Helpline, mid 90s).

Commercial condom packaging was not particularly photogenic 
(‘Condoms. Key Facts for Gay Men’, Steve Retson Project, 
Glasgow, 1994), so stylised drawings were a way to show 
condoms and integrate them into the overall look and feel of a 
visual campaign (‘Take Care’ Edinburgh Healthcare/Lothian Health, 
1995-96). 



Unpackaged, condoms presented a creative challenge that 
resulted in a variety of approaches, eg. witty copywriting (‘Before 
you get hot and sweaty…’ Argyll & Clyde Health Board, 1992); 
exaggerated scale and bold graphics (‘Be Good in Bed’ THT, 
1990s; ‘Love’ New River Health Authority, 1993); and cartoons 
(‘Avoid AIDS, Condoms Help’ Durex, 1991). Anthropomorphic 
condom characters were a way to make the subject friendly 
and fun, giving more visual scope to campaigns and as a way 
of humanising the procedure. Visually, it was not always clear 
whether it was the condom itself becoming the character or the 
actual penis, for example the illustration for ‘Getting It On’ (Fife 
Healthcare, circa 1994) is quite ambiguous. The penis about to 
use a condom in the Durex poster also becomes a signifier for 
the male viewer; ‘you need to protect yourself’. Similarly, the ‘he’ 
in the copy ‘Make sure he wears a condom’ (Health Education 
Board for Scotland, 1997) refers to the viewer’s male partner, 
but also directly to his penis. Comic strips exploring relationships 
and issues around condom use could be effective for younger 
audiences and those with lower literacy levels (‘AIDS for Mature 
Readers’ AIDS Ahead, 1991). Other approaches appeared over-
stylised or childish such as the singing ‘Johnny Condom’ puppets 
(Frank Foundation, 1995), whilst the inclusion of safer sex 
information in cult graphic novel ‘Death: The High Cost of Living’ 
gave the condom elusive credibility (Neil Gaiman, Titan Books, 1994).



Small organisations produced homemade condom packs as 
one-off giveaways and the making up of the packs often had 
a secondary function as a way of bringing volunteers together 
(‘Condom thingy’ West Glamorgan AIDS Project, early 90s). Those 
produced on a larger scale for wider distribution took a variety of 
inventive forms in a bid for novelty and collectability (‘Condoms 
are free...’ lollipops Greater Glasgow Health Board, 1994; ‘H.I.V. 
and AIDS. Do You Care?’ key ring condom holder, Tayside Health 
Promotion Unit, 1993). Portability was seen as a desirable quality 
and ways of incorporating condom pockets into underwear, clothing 
and accessories also became fashionable for a while.  

From early on, tourists were seen as a specific target audience 
for condom promotion, the abandoning of inhibitions on holiday 
matched by a slightly franker tone of voice in the ads themselves 
(eg. ‘Protect those parts not exposed to the sun’ HEA, 1995). The 
summer of 1994 saw a pan-European campaign targeted at young 
backpackers, illustrated with an image of a giant condom (Europe 
Against AIDS). Condoms at an exaggerated scale also appeared 
at events and promotions such as the giant condom in Trafalgar 
Square for World AIDS Day, 1992.

The HEA’s initial ads aimed at gay men used highly stylised 
images by fashion photographer Herb Ritts to accompany 
generalised advice about ‘safer sex’. Ads that featured specific 
advice about condom use were rather sterile and not at all 
glamorous in appearance, with an emphasis on providing 
apparently unequivocal information about strength, kite-marks 
and lube etc. (‘Facts’ campaign HEA, 1992-94). THT’s photo-
stories ‘Tales of Gay Sex’, launched in 1991, were pioneering 
in attempting to eroticise condom use and went much further in 
depicting the integration of condoms into gay lifestyles, attempting 
to combat objections to their use and show them within a realistic 
sexual context .

When the HEA brought out its ‘Choose Safer Sex’ campaign in 
1994, it was an attempt to make condom use empowering through 
the offer of ‘choice’, but the imagery feels inauthentic and staged 
compared with materials produced by gay men’s organisations. 
The men were not depicted in such close physical relationships 
and condoms, when shown at all, were presented in situations  
unrelated to their real function. 



Organisations such as Gay Men Fighting AIDS (GMFA) and 
Healthy Gay Manchester (HGM) used a number of approaches to 
encourage condom use amongst gay men; the cheeky and erotic 
(‘Semen Kit’ GMFA, 1994; ‘Fucking’ Norwich Gay Men’s Health 
Project, 1994); appeals to community spirit, or self-empowerment 
and control (‘Freedom to Fuck’ GMFA, 1996; ‘I Like to Take Control’ 
GMFA, 2003).

‘Use a Condom’ soon became an overfamiliar mantra and word 
play such as ‘rubber’ as a double entendre was a way to refresh 
the message (‘Rubber Up’ GMFA, 1992; ‘Going out on New 
Years Eve?’ Rubberstuffers, 1995). These messages could fit 
well into specific contexts such as the small ad sections of scene 
magazines (‘Steal the scene in your new rubber’ HEA, circa 1998).

To make condoms as widely available as possible, especially 
on the gay scene, distribution schemes were set up such as 
Rubberstuffers which was founded in 1993 specifically to make 
extra-strong condoms available to gay men (‘Every 8 minutes…’ 
Rubberstuffers, 1996). At cruising grounds like Hampstead Heath, 
GMFA volunteers gave out condom packs containing postcards 
and a survey, to try and collect data on their impact. Numerous 
condom packs were also designed as promotional items and as 
giveaways at gay events. Condom packs could be used to carry 
sponsorship branding and Gay Men’s Health, Lothian, produced a 
whole series of designs in partnership with local gay venues (1996-
97). Other ASOs used the packs as a vehicle to promote their 
services (‘Blast Off with PHACE West’, Glasgow, 1995-96). Most 
condom packs also carried instructions for use and these ranged 
from highly stylised diagrams to detailed illustrations and, much 
rarer, photographs (‘Sex Signs’ Rubberstuffers & Deaf MESMAC, 
1996; ‘Talk About It’ Wessex Gay Men’s Health Forum, 1995-96; 
‘I’m Shagging Safely’ HGM, 1996).



During the late 90s, press ads acted as reminders about condom 
use, but also acknowledged the difficulty of maintaining safer sex 
behaviour (‘Safer sex. Don’t give up!’ HEA, 1997-98; ‘It’s not as 
if I use condoms because I like them…’ GMFA, 1999). As more 
research became available new advice could be disseminated, 
such as the suitability of any condom thickness (not just extra 
strong) for anal sex (‘Q. Which of these condoms is suitable for 
safer sex?’ GMFA, 2002; ‘Condoms used to have to be this thick!’ 
Gay Men’s Health Scotland, 2005). 

So strong had the condom’s association with the issue of HIV/
AIDS become, that its use could also be seen as part of the 
symbolic ‘fight’ against the epidemic, as demonstrated by a 2008 
Body Shop campaign (‘Join the Fight Against HIV’, with MTV). 
Unusually the text used here refers to ‘safe’ rather than the more 
health promotion standard ‘safer’ sex; the word is even underlined 
to emphasise its infallibility – a long way from the hesitant condom 
messages of the 80s.

More recently, there has been a move away from a blanket HIV 
prevention message to use a condom every time. There is now an 
acknowledgement of negotiated safety strategies in monogamous 
relationships and a move to testing as prevention (‘HIV Starts With 
Me’ THT, 2013). However, condoms remain the only protection 
against increasing cases of STIs amongst young people and 
gay men when they frequently change sexual partners (‘Condom 
Essential Wear’ campaign NHS, 2009).
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Q: Which of these condoms is suitable
for gay sex?

A: All of them.

Any thickness of condom can protect you and your partner from HIV. 
Use loads of silicone or water-based lube and change the condom if you're
having a long session. 

More choice – Just as safe

For more information about condoms and sex visit metromate.org.uk

GMFA’s campaigns and actions are designed, planned and executed by positive, negative and untested volunteers. 
To volunteer for GMFA, write phone or e-mail: Unit 43, The Eurolink Centre, 49 Effra Road, London SW2 1BZ. 
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We recommend that gay men use condoms with a kitemark.
Avoid condoms with spermicidal lubricants, such as Nonoxynol 9,
as they can cause irritation. Boxes of strong, regular, extra large
and trim condoms are available at low prices from Freedoms. 
Call 020 7530 3941 or order online at www.freedoms-shop.com
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