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A sexually transmitted infection (STI) is an infection that can be passed from person
to person when having sex. You can get an STl by having vaginal, oral, or anal sex.
There are several different types of STI.

At a glance

e Sexually transmitted infections (STIs) are infections passed on through
sexual contact.

e Common STIs include chlamydia, gonorrhoea, genital herpes, and HIV.

e Symptoms can include vaginal or penile discharge, sores, or pain during
sex or urination.

¢ Many STIs have no symptoms, but you can still pass the infection to others.

e If you suspect an STI, contact your doctor or a genitourinary medicine
(GUM) clinic.

e Treatments vary depending on the STI, from antibiotics to more complex
care.

¢ Using condoms helps reduce the risk of catching an STI.
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What are the main STIs?

The ten most commmon STIs in the UK are:

e Anogenital warts.

e Chlamydia.

e Genital herpes.

e Gonorrhoea.

e Human immunodeficiency virus (HIV).
¢ Hepatitis B.

e Hepatitis C.

e Pubic lice.

e Syphilis.

e Trichomonas.

There are some other STIs that are uncommon in the UK - for example, donovanosis
and chancroid.

A 2023 report from UK Health Security Agency (see Further Reading below) reported:
e The impact of STis is still greatest in those aged 15 to 24 years, gay, bisexual and
other men who have sex with men and some minority ethnic groups.

e The most commonly diagnosed STI was chlamydia, which accounted for nearly
half (48%) of all new STI diagnoses.

e Gonorrhoea accounted for about 1in 5 new diagnoses.

e Syphilis diagnoses increased 9.4% and there was a larger proportional increase
in syphilis diagnoses among heterosexual men and women than among gay,
bisexual and other men who have sex with men.
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Other conditions that are sometimes thought of as STis

Some other infections may be mistaken for STIs because they can either affect the
genital region or can be passed by any close contact, including but not only during
sexual contact. Examples include:

e Scabies.

Molluscum contagiosum.

Cystitis.

Bacterial vaginosis.

Monkeypox.

STl symptoms

Symptoms of each STI can vary, from local symptoms affecting the genitals, to
symptoms that affect various other parts of the body. The following is not a full list of
all possible symptoms. However, these are the common symptoms to look out for:

e Avaginal discharge.

e Abnormal vaginal bleeding.

e Adischarge from the penis.

e A sore, ulcer, rash, or lump that appears on the penis or around the vaging, vulva
or back passage (anus).

e Pain when you have sex.

e Pain when you pass urine (although the common reason for this is a urine
infection and not an STI).

e Swelling of the glands in your groin.

But remember, in many cases of STI, no symptoms may develop. However, you can
still pass on the infection to others even if you have no symptoms. Therefore, if you
think that you may have an ST, it is best to get it checked out.
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What should | do if | suspect that | have an STI?

If you have a symptom that you think is due to an STI, or if you have no symptoms but
are worried you have caught an STl then you should see a health professional.

You can:

e Contact your own doctor. Your doctor can give advice and may examine you.
However, if your doctor suspects that you may have an STl, in the UK they are
likely to refer you to a GUM (genitourinary medicine) clinic. Some doctors may do
tests and manage the situation without a referral to a GUM clinic; or

¢ Go to a GUM clinic directly. In the UK you do not need a referral from your doctor
to go to a GUM clinic. You can find out details of your nearest Sexual Health clinic
from our self-referral tool "Refer Yourself to NHS Sexual Health Services".

Until you are checked out, and treated if necessary, you should not have sex. This is to
prevent you passing on any infection.

STl tests

Depending on the initial assessment and examination, the doctor may advise on
some STl tests and ask for your consent to do the tests. Learn more in the separate
leaflet called STI tests.

Advice about sexual partners

If you are diagnosed with an STl then the clinic will encourage you to tell any current
or recent sexual partners that you have an infection. You are not obliged to do this or
to give out any information about other people. However, it is best that any recent
sexual partners should know that they might also be infected. They should be offered
testing and treatment if necessary, to prevent the infection being spread any further.
This telling of sexual partners is sometimes called contact tracing. If you prefer,
clinics can contact people anonymously if you do not wish to tell them yourself. You
should be aware that recklessly exposing a sexual partner to the risk of infection is
against the law.
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STl treatment

The treatment that you will be offered depends on which STl is found. For example:

e A short course of antibiotics can usually clear away chlamydia, gonorrhoeaq,
syphilis and trichomonas.

e A cream or lotion can clear pubic lice and scabies.
e Topical treatments can usually clear most anogenital warts.

e Treatments for genital herpes, hepatitis B, hepatitis C and HIV are more involved
and complex. You will be given advice about what treatment options you have
and given time to ask questions.

If you are prescribed antibiotics then it is important to finish the full course of tablets,
or else the infection may not be fully cleared. If you develop side-effects then seek
advice from the GUM clinic or from your doctor as to what to do. Do not simply stop
taking the medication. For some infections you will be asked to return after a course
of treatment to check that the infection has gone.

Do not have sex again until the time advised by the clinic. Depending on the
infection, this may be for a certain length of time after treatment has finished or it
may be until you are given the all clear from a repeat test. The aim is to prevent you
from passing on the infection to others.

Advice from a sexual health adviser

Most clinics will have a sexual health adviser. You are likely to be seen by the adviser
in addition to being seen by a doctor or nurse. A sexual health adviser is specially
trained and can:

Tell you more about STIs and how to avoid catching them in future. For example,
the risk of infection increases with the number of changes of sexual partner.
Wearing a condom during sex helps to prevent against STis.

Give you tips on how to cope with any current symptoms.

Offer you free condoms which can help to prevent STls.

e Give advice about what to tell your sexual partner or previous partners.
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e Help you with contacting previous sexual partners who should be tested or
treated. For example, you may be given a card with a number on it, plus a printed
message advising the person who is given the card to visit the clinic and to bring
the card along. This helps to match them with your notes.

Other services

In addition to diagnosing and treating STls, if needed, a genitourinary medicine
(GUM) clinic can also usually:

e Do a pregnancy test.

e Arrange counselling if you are pregnant and are not sure what to do.
e Arrange counselling about the decision to have an HIV test.

e Provide advice about contraception.

e Provide emergency contraception.

e Do a cervical smear test on women if one is due.

e Diagnose and treat some other conditions of the genitals that are not sexually
transmitted. For example, a urine infection, thrush and some skin conditions
affecting the genital area.

STl prevention

Although sex should be an enjoyable activity, it can put you at risk because it
involves being very close (intimate) with another person, and so may allow infections
to pass from one person to another. 'Safer sex' usually refers to having sex in a way
which reduces your risks of catching an STI. Sex can never be completely without any
risk but taking a few sensible precautions can reduce the risks greatly. See the leaflet
on Safer Sex for more information.

Human papillomavirus (HPV) and hepatitis A and B vaccination

e Gay, bisexual and other men who have sex with men (MSM) are eligible for
human papillomavirus (HPV), hepatitis A and hepatitis B vaccination.

e Some trans women (people who were assigned male at birth) and some trans
men (people who were assigned female at birth) are also eligible for HPV,
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e Ask the doctor or nurse at the specialist sexual health service clinic for more
details.

See also the leaflets on HPV vaccine, Hepatitis A vaccine and Hepatitis B vaccine for
further information.

Pre-exposure prophylaxis (PrEP) for HIV

PreP is available for some people who are at high risk of HIV infection, such as if your
sexual partner is HIV positive. PrEP is now available free on the NHS in England from
sexual health clinics. PrEP may involve:

e Taking one tablet every day, or

e Only taking PrEP when needed (two tablets two to 24 hours before sex, one tablet
24 hours after sex and a further tablet 48 hours after sex). This is called event-
based or on-demand PrEP.

PreP is only for HIV prevention and does not protect against other STIs. Read our
feature on Who should take HIV prevention drug PrEp?

Frequently asked questions

What is the likelihood of getting an STl if | only have one
sexual partner?

Even if you have only one sexual partner, you can still acquire an STI. The risk of
infection is generally related to the number of changes of sexual partner over
time, but STIs can be passed on whenever sexual contact occurs, regardless of
the number of partners.

If | am diagnosed with an STI, will my clinic inform my past
partners for me without revealing my identity?

Yes, if you are diagnosed with an STI, sexual health clinics can contact your
past sexual partners anonymously to inform them that they might also be
infected. This process is known as contact tracing, and it helps ensure they get
tested and treated, stopping further spread of the infection. You are not
obliged to do this yourself.

259#  Scan this QR code to view this article online or visit https://patient.info

!:. Our clinical information meets the standards set by the NHS in their Standard for Creating Health Content guidance. Page 7 of 11


https://patient.info/childrens-health/immunisation/human-papillomavirus-immunisation-hpv
https://patient.info/travel-and-vaccinations/travel-vaccinations-leaflet/hepatitis-a-vaccine
https://patient.info/travel-and-vaccinations/travel-vaccinations-leaflet/hepatitis-b-vaccine
https://patient.info/sexual-health/hiv-and-aids
https://patient.info/features/general-health/world-aids-day-who-should-take-prep
https://patient.info/features/general-health/world-aids-day-who-should-take-prep

https://patient.info/sexual-health/sexually-

Patient.info Patient.info transmitted-infections-leaflet

Can | get an STl from someone who doesn’'t have any visible
symptoms?

Yes, many STIs can be passed on even if the infected person shows no
symptoms. It's common for individuals with an STl to be asymptomaitic,
meaning they can still transmit the infection to others without realising they
have it.

Besides STl testing, what other services can a GUM clinic
offer?

Beyond diagnosing and treating STlIs, a genitourinary medicine (GUM) clinic
can also provide pregnancy tests, counselling for unplanned pregnancies or
HIV testing decisions, advice and provision of contraception, emergency
contraception, and cervical smear tests for women. They can also diagnose
and treat other genital conditions not related to STIs, like urine infections,
thrush, and some skin issues.

Are there vaccines available to protect against some STIs?

Yes, certain vaccines can protect against some STIs. For example, some
individuals are eligible for vaccinations against human papillomavirus (HPV),
hepatitis A, and hepatitis B. This includes gay, bisexual, and other men who
have sex with men (MSM), as well as some trans women and trans men. You
can ask for more details at a specialist sexual health service clinic.

What is PrEP and how does it help prevent STIs?

PrEP, or pre-exposure prophylaxis, is a medication available for people at high
risk of HIV infection, such as if their sexual partner is HIV positive. It can be taken
daily or on an event-based schedule (around sexual activity) to prevent HIV.
However, PrEP only protects against HIV and does not prevent other STIs.

These questions and answers have been generated from the information in this article.
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Further reading and references A

e Sexually transmitted infections and screening for chlamydia in England:
2023 report [ (https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/sexually-transmitted-infections-
stis-annual-data-tables/sexually-transmitted-infections-and-screening-for-chlamydia-in-

england-2023-report); UK Health Security Agency, July 2024

e Garcia MR, Wray AA[Z (http://www.ncbi.nim.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?
cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=32809643); Sexually Transmitted
Infections

e Summary Guidance on Testing for Sexually Transmitted Infections#
(https:/[www.bashh.org/ _userfiles/pages/files/resources/bashh _summary_guidance _on_stis_

testing_2023.pdf); British Association for Sexual Health and HIV. 2023.

e Standards for the management of sexually transmitted infections (sTIs)

(https:/[www.bashh.org/ _userfiles/pages/files/bashhstandardsforstimanagement2019.pdf);
British Association for Sexual Health and HIV (2019)
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Dr Colin Tidy is an NHS Doctor, based in Oxfordshire.
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Genital herpes

Gonorrhoea

HIV and AIDs

Intrauterine contraceptive device
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