
Limit number of partners
The more people you have sex with, the greater your 
risk of getting a sexually transmitted infection. If your 
partner has sex with others, you are also at risk.

Be prepared
Avoid mixing alcohol or other drugs with sexual  
activities. Remember that people often don’t make 
good decisions in the heat of the moment–especially if 
they have been drinking or using drugs.

Practice “outercourse”  
You can touch, cuddle, massage or trade fantasies. 
Using your hands to give pleasure is usually safe. But 
any genital-to-genital contact or rubbing should occur 
with some sort of barrier, and the same is true for oral-
to-genital contact.

See a healthcare provider 
Before starting a new relationship, both partners 
should be tested. If you think you have an STI, go to 
your healthcare provider or clinic. Ask your partner to 
get tested too, so you won’t pass STIs back and forth.

Preventing STIs: A Checklist 
How can I make sex safer? The surest way to avoid 
STIs is to abstain from sexual intercourse, or to be in 
a long-term mutually monogamous relationship with 
a partner who has been tested and is known to be 
uninfected. Here are other ways to reduce the risk:

Use a condom (every time) 
If you have sex, use a latex condom from start  
to finish every time to reduce the risk of 
transmitting gonorrhea and other STIs. You can 
use male or female condoms.  

Latex condoms, when used consistently and correctly, are effec-
tive at reducing the risk of transmission of sexually transmitted 
infections, including HIV, if the condom covers the affected 
area or site of potential exposure. To reduce risk of transmis-
sion of herpes, couples should abstain from sexual intercourse 
during an outbreak.
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The American Sexual Health Association (ASHA) promotes 
the sexual health of individuals, families and communities by 
advocating sound policies and practices and educating the 
public, professionals and policy makers, in order to foster 
healthy sexual behaviors and relationships and prevent 
adverse health outcomes.

If you are a healthcare provider and would like to see our 
full range of available materials, please visit our online cata-
log at www.ashapublications.org or call ASHA Customer 
Service at 1-800-783-9877 or email us at customerser-
vice@ashasexualhealth.org.
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Signs and Symptoms
Do you really have it? The only way to know is to get 
tested, because a person with gonorrhea often has 
no symptoms and looks and feels fine. If you do have 
symptoms, they may include:

REMEMBER: 
Early treatment is very impor-
tant. Any damage that hap-
pens before treatment can be 
permament. Finish all your pills, 
even if the symptoms go away. 
Stop having sex until both you 
and your partner are cured.

You might say, “This isn’t easy for me, but I 
care about you and need to tell you something. 
I went to the doctor and found out I have a 
sexually transmitted infection–gonorrhea. Since 
we have had sex, you might have it too, even if 
you don’t have any symptoms. You need to get 
tested.” If you don’t want to tell your partner(s) 
yourself, most public health clinics will do it for 
you, without giving your name.

Gonorrhea is a curable infection caused by the bac-
teria Neisseria gonorrhoeae. It is transmitted during 
vaginal, anal, and oral sex (performing or receiving), 
and can be transmitted even if ejaculation does not 
occur. Gonorrhea can also be spread from mother to 
baby during childbirth.

Many men with gonorrhea don’t know they have 
it. Men who do have symptoms usually notice them 
2 to 5 days after having sex with an infected person, 
although symptoms might take as long as 30 days to 
appear.

Most women with gonorrhea don’t know they have 
it. If there are any signs, they usually show up within a 
month after having sex with an infected person. 

Both men and women may have a gonorrhea infection 
in the anus. Women may get an anal infection even if 
they don’t have anal sex, because discharge from the 
vagina can spread to the anus. Men or women also 
may have an infection in the throat. 

The only way to be sure it’s gonorrhea is to get 
tested. The test is easy—your doctor will take a sample 
of fluid from the penis or vagina and send it to the lab, 
or sometimes a urine test is done.

Telling Your Partner(s)
It’s very important to discuss gonorrhea with any 
recent sex partner(s) because most people who 
have gonorrhea don’t know they have it. Wouldn’t 
you want someone to tell you? 

If You’re Pregnant
Gonorrhea can be passed to a baby during birth, 
causing serious illness or blindness. In most cases, a 
pregnant woman can be treated for gonorrhea. If you 
are pregnant, ask your doctor about appropriate tests 
for you. 

WOMEN
	 •	discharge	from	the	vagina
	 •	bleeding	between	periods
	 •	burning	or	pain	when	peeing
	 •	the	need	to	urinate	(pee)	often

MEN

	 •	discharge	from	the	penis
	 •	burning	or	pain	when	peeing
	 •	the	need	to	urinate	(pee)	 
      often

Why Gonorrhea is Dangerous
Untreated, gonorrhea can cause serious damage. 
In men, it can move from the penis up to the prostate 
gland, bladder or testicles (balls). It can make it hard 
to pee. The testicles can swell and become sore. Men 
can become infertile (unable to have children).

In women, gonorrhea can spread into the womb and 
fallopian tubes, causing pelvic inflammatory disease 
(PID). Women with PID may have fever and abdomi-
nal pain, or they may have no symptoms. But PID can 
lead to chronic (long-lasting) pain and make a woman 
infertile (unable to have children) if left untreated.

Having gonorrhea makes it easier to contract and 
transmit HIV, the virus that causes AIDS.

Getting Treated
The good news is that gonorrhea is typically easy 
to cure. There are antibiotic treatments that are ef-
fective in treating gonorrhea. Some strains of gonor-
rhea have been found to be resistant to certain drugs 
(known as antimicrobial resistance), though, so the 
recommended treatment for most people involves two 
antibiotics: one delivered as an injection and the other 
as an oral medication (usually just a single pill). 

Many people who have gonorrhea also have another 
sexually transmitted infection (STI) called chlamydia, 

so most healthcare providers prescribe medicine for 
chlamydia along with treatment for gonorrhea.

Getting treated is important because gonorrhea can 
have serious consequences. You may not be cured 
unless you take all the pills prescribed, even if your 
symptoms go away. Your sex partner(s) must be tested 
and treated too. You should stop having sex until you 
and your partner have finished the treatment, other-
wise you will keep spreading gonorrhea back and 
forth, and you’ll never get well.SAMPLE 
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