
Reducing the Risk of Transmission
In a sexual relationship with a person who has 
herpes, the risk of getting the virus will never be zero. 
However, the steps below can greatly reduce that 
possibility. You and your partner will need to talk 
openly and honestly about the virus so you can work 
together to help prevent transmission.

•	 Use	condoms	correctly	and	consistently. 
Condoms used consistently and correctly reduce 
the risk of transmission. Since the virus is spread 
by direct contact with skin and condoms do not 
prevent contact between all areas that might be 
affected, they do not provide total protection.

•	 Avoid	sex	during	outbreaks.	This is the time 
that HSV is most contagious. Some couples have 
sexual relationships for years without  transmitting 
the virus just by avoiding sexual contact when 
symptoms are present.

•	 Ask	your	healthcare	provider for more ways in 
which you can prevent transmission. One antiviral 
medication for herpes, valacyclovir, has been 
shown to reduce the risk of herpes transmission by 
50% when taken daily. Talk to your provider to see 
if antiviral treatment is right for you.

If you would like to have an intimate relationship with 
your partner, genital herpes does not have to stand 
in the way. In most cases, it becomes only a minor 
inconvenience over time.
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Latex condoms, when used consistently and correctly, 
are effective at reducing the risk of transmission of 
sexually transmitted infections, including HIV. Latex 
condoms can reduce–but not totally eliminate–the risk 
of herpes transmission and HPV transmission.
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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. 

ASHA publishes this and other materials to provide a 
valuable resource for accurate medical information and 
emotional support for patients. If	you	are	a	healthcare	
provider	 and	 would	 like	 to	 see	 our	 full	 range	 of	
available	materials,	please	visit	our	online	catalog	
at	www.ashapublications.org	or	call	ASHA	Customer	
Service	at	1-800-783-9877	or	ashacustomerservice@
ashasexualhealth.org.
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What to Expect
Some people may overreact, but many won’t bat an eye. With a confident approach and information, an open 
discussion can put the virus into perspective: a common skin condition that is manageable. A partner will likely 
have some misinformation, misconceptions or preconceived notions about herpes, so it is best to be prepared to 
address some questions. You can start by sharing the information in this brochure and encourage your partner to 
visit ASHA’s website, www.ashasexualhealth.org, so he or she can seek further information, especially if questions 
come up that you do not know how to answer.

Talking about herpes
Genital herpes is a common sexually transmitted 
infection (STI). If you have been diagnosed with 
genital herpes, it’s important to talk to your sexual 
partner(s) about it. By opening up to a partner and 
talking about a herpes diagnosis, you are showing 
that you respect and care about yourself as well as 
the other person.

Bringing up the subject
Before bringing up a herpes diagnosis with a new 
partner, it might be best to let the relationship 
develop a bit first —get to know your partner, and let 
your partner get to know you. 

Having the discussion prior to sexual activity is best 
for many reasons. If you wait until after, the issue of 
herpes may become tangled in feelings of anger and 
mistrust. But, bringing it up right before sex or in the 
heat of the moment is not the best approach. Just 
pick a good time when you think the relationship is 
moving toward sexual activity.

Remember—this	should	not	
be	a	confessional,	as	you	are	
not	apologizing	or	confessing	
anything.	Having	herpes	
does	not	mean	a	person	has	
done	something	wrong.	It’s	
about	contracting	a	condition	
from	having	sexual	activity.	
The	bottom	line	is	that	sexual	
activity	is	a	natural	act	that	
most	everyone	will	have	at	
some	point	in	their	lives.	With	
sexual	activity	anywhere	by	
anyone,	there	is	some	level	of	risk.

Most people are mainly worried about their partner 
getting herpes. It’s good to be concerned about 
a partner and his or her best interest. But, it’s also 
good to be concerned about your own health and 
well-being, so please make any conversation a two-
way discussion. Your partner could have already 
contracted herpes (most people who have herpes do 
not know it) or another STI. This conversation should 
be part of a larger conversation about your sexual 
health and your partner’s.

THE BASICS: Herpes is caused by one of two viruses: herpes simplex virus type 1 (HSV-1) and herpes 
simplex virus type 2 (HSV-2). Most oral herpes is caused by HSV-1 and most genital herpes is caused by 
HSV-2. However, HSV-1 or HSV-2 can occur in either the genital or oral area. For exmaple, if person with 
oral HSV-1 performs oral sex, it is possible for the partner to get HSV-1 in the genital area.

The first time a person gets herpes, the infection can range from no symptoms to more noticeable symptoms 
such as fever, pain, sores in the affected area, and swollen lymph nodes. The classic herpes “sore” may start 
as a sensitive (or itchy or painful) red area that progresses to a “bump,” then a blister, an ulcer (open sore), 
and finally to a dry crust that heals without a scar. Some people have only a few sores, while others have 
many.

People who recognize their recurrent outbreaks may have them a few times per year. Generally the number 
of recurrences is highest in the first year or two and declines with time. But because 
most people have only mild or no symptoms, they do not realize they have genital 
herpes. Therefore, although about 1 in 5 sexually active adults have genital herpes, 
up to 90% do not know they have the virus. This makes it difficult to know when, or 
from whom, a person got herpes.

HOW IS HERPES TRANSMITTED?: HSV is transmitted from one person to another 
by direct skin to skin contact. For genital herpes, this is usually sexual contact, 
including vaginal, anal or oral sex.

HSV is most easily transmitted when a person has an active outbreak (when symptoms 
are present) or during the prodrome (the period with early symptoms just before the 
visible symptoms). But herpes can also be spread at times between outbreaks, even 
when no symptoms are present. This happens because the virus can be present at the 
affected site even if there are no sores or other evidence of active infection. This is 

called asymptomatic shedding. 

Even though herpes is transmitted sexually, you and your partner can take specific steps to reduce the risk of 
transmission as discussed in this brochure.

WHAT TREATMENT IS AVAILABLE? Herpes outbreaks heal naturally, often within a few days, but 
prescription medications are available to take during an outbreak to help speed healing. Also, medication 
can be taken as daily suppressive therapy, to reduce the frequency of outbreaks. Research shows that daily 
medication can reduce the risk of transmission to a partner. Talk this over with your healthcare provider to 
see which therapy might be right for you and your partner.
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