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Men’s Health: A Guide to Preventing Infections

Sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) are infections 
spread by sexual contact with someone who is 
infected. STDs, or sexually transmitted infections 
(STIs), are caused by bacteria, parasites, or viruses.

There are about 20 million new STD infections each 

year in the United States. There are 20 types of 

infections spread by sexual contact. These often show 

different signs of infection or no signs at all. You can 

have an STD and not know it.

Bacterial STDs can be treated and cured with 
antibiotics. These include:

◗  Chlamydia.

◗  Gonorrhea.

◗  Syphilis. 

Viral STDs that can be managed with treatment. 
These include:

◗  Hepatitis.

◗  Herpes.

◗  HIV.

◗  HPV.

Sexually Transmitted 
Diseases (STDs)

The only way to know if you have an STD 
is by a medical exam and testing from 
your health care provider.
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How do you know if you have an STD?
Your health care provider (HCP) can examine and test 

you for STDs. Some men are at a higher risk for getting 

STDs. They should have regular exams and testing. 

Higher risk men include those who:

◗  Have had a previous STD.

◗   Have new or multiple sexual partners.

◗  Men who have sex with men (MSM). 

◗  Use condoms only some of the time. 

◗  Have sex for drugs or money.

◗  Use needles for illegal drugs.

How can men avoid STDs?
◗  Avoid sexual contact.

l  This includes vaginal, anal, oral sex, or genital touching.

l  This is the only way to be absolutely sure of 

avoiding STDs.

◗  Have safer sex:

l  Reduce the number of sexual partners.

l  Always use condoms and use correctly.

l   Have sex with only one partner who does not have 

sex with others and does not have an STD.

l  Limit or stop drug and alcohol use before and 

during sex.

The Role of Circumcision
What Is circumcision?

Male circumcision is the surgical removal of some or the 

entire foreskin covering the tip of the penis. Germs can 

grow under the foreskin and create hygiene problems.

Why do men get circumcised?

◗  Parents made the decision when they were an infant.

◗  Religious, social, or cultural reasons.

◗  Medical reasons (to prevent infections or fix tight foreskin).

If you have an STD, tell current and 
recent sex partners of the infection

For more 
information, 
see Safer Sex 
on page 71
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Benefits of circumcision

Research studies have shown that male circumcision 

lowers the risk of:

◗  Acquiring HIV, genital herpes, human papilloma virus 

and syphilis.

◗  Penile cancer over a lifetime.

◗  Cervical cancer in sex partners.

◗  Urinary tract infections in the first year of life.

Uncircumcised men can speak with their health care 

provider about:

◗  How circumcision may impact disease and infections.

◗  How circumcision may impact sexual sensitivity.

◗  Benefits and risks of the procedure.

◗  Who will perform the procedure.

Learn more:
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC):

STD Prevention Today
www.cdcnpin.org/scripts/std/prevent.asp

Condom Fact Sheet In Brief
www.cdc.gov/condomeffectiveness/brief.html

STD Fact Sheet for MSM
https://npin.cdc.gov/resource/cdc-fact-sheet-what-gay-bisexual-and-other-men-who-have-sex-men-
need-know-about-sexually

HIV/AIDS & STDS
http://www.cdc.gov/std/hiv/default.htm

Circumcision
https://www.cdc.gov/nchhstp/newsroom/docs/factsheets/mc-factsheet-508.pdf

HIV Risk Reduction:  Male Circumcision
https://wwwn.cdc.gov/hivrisk/decreased_risk/male_circumcision.html

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), Office on Women’s Health:

Sexually transmitted infections (STI) fact sheet
http://www.womenshealth.gov/mens-health/sexual-health-for-men/sexually-transmitted-infections.html

National Center for Health Promotion and Disease Prevention

http://www.prevention.va.gov/Healthy_Living/Be_Safe_Sexually_Transmitted_Infections.asp

American Academy of Pediatrics

https://www.aap.org/en-us/about-the-aap/aap-press-room/Pages/New-Benefits-Point-to-Greater-Benefits-
of-Infant-Circumcision-But-Final-Say-is-Still-Up-to-parents-Says-AAP.aspx#sthash.eb9qeZJA.dpuf

http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/130/3/585



Veterans Health Administration 7

Men’s Health: A Guide to Preventing Infections

Chlamydia is an infection caused by bacteria. 
Chlamydia is the most common sexually transmitted 
disease (STD) in the U.S.

Chlamydia

How is it spread?
Men get chlamydia through vaginal, oral, or anal sex (or 

sexual contact) with an infected partner.

What are signs of chlamydia in men?
There may be no signs or symptoms of infection. 

Symptoms may not appear until several weeks after 

exposure and can include: 

◗  Pain/burning with urination.

◗  Watery/mucus discharge from penis.

◗  Redness, swelling or itching at the tip of the penis.

◗  Hard to start urination.

◗  Blood in semen or urine.

◗   Discomfort during sex. 

◗  Rectal pain, bleeding, or discharge.

◗  Testicular pain, tenderness and swelling (less common).

See your health care provider to be 
tested if you have signs of chlamydia.
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How do you know if you have chlamydia?
The only way to know if you have chlamydia is by 

a medical exam. Many men with chlamydia do not 

have any signs of infection and routine testing is not 

recommended. Get tested if you:

◗  Have an oral, anal or vaginal sex partner who has 

been recently diagnosed with an STD.

◗  Are sexually active and have signs as listed above.

◗  Are having sex with someone who might be having 

sex with others.

How is it treated?
Chlamydia can be treated and cured with antibiotics. 

Always finish antibiotic treatment, even if signs of 

chlamydia go away. Do not have sex until after 

treatment and signs of it are gone. See your health 

care provider if your signs do not go away after 

treatment. 

People who have had chlamydia and have been 

treated may get infected again if they have sexual 

contact with a person infected with chlamydia.

What can happen if you have chlamydia 
for a long time?
◗  Swelling in the anus.

◗  Eye and joint redness and pain.

◗  Inflammation of the liver capsule resulting in right 

sided abdominal pain.

◗  More likely to get HIV from a partner who is infected 

with HIV.

If you have chlamydia:
◗  Always finish all antibiotic treatment.

◗  Do not have sex with someone who has chlamydia or 

has not finished treatment (to prevent re-infection).

◗  Tell current and recent sex partners of the infection so 

they can get checked. 

◗  Know that it can increase the risk of getting and 

spreading HIV.

Chlamydia trachomatis microscopy
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How can you avoid chlamydia?
◗  Avoid sexual contact.

◗  Have safer sex:

l  Reduce the number of sexual partners.

l  Condoms, when used correctly, can reduce the risk 

of getting chlamydia. Each time you have sex use a 

condom:

n  During vaginal sex.

n  During anal sex.

n  During oral sex.

l  Have sex with only one partner who does not have 

sex with others and does not have chlamydia.

For more 
information, 
see Safer Sex 
on page 71

Learn more:
Veterans Health Library:

Chlamydia
http://www.veteranshealthlibrary.org/DiseasesConditions/InfectiousDiseases/142,85081_VA

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC):  

Chlamydia - CDC Fact Sheet
www.cdc.gov/std/chlamydia/stdfact-chlamydia.htm

U.S. National Library of Medicine:

Chlamydia infections in men
http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/ency/article/000659.htm

U.S. Preventive Services Task Force: 

Gonorrhea and Chlamydia:  Screening, September 2014
https://www.uspreventiveservicestaskforce.org/Page/Document/RecommendationStatementFinal/
chlamydia-and-gonorrhea-screening#Pod2
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Genital Herpes

◗  HSV-2 causes most genital herpes.

◗  HSV-1 can also cause genital herpes. More often it 

causes blisters of the mouth and lips (e.g., cold sores 

or fever blisters).

The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

(CDC) estimates that over 50 million persons, or about 

1 out of 6 people ages 14 to 49 in the U.S. have genital 

herpes. It occurs in about 1 in 8 men. Many people with 

herpes have no signs of infection and do not know 

they have it. They can still pass it to others.

How is it spread?

The herpes virus is spread by skin-to-skin contact with 

a person who has it:

◗  Most often, from herpes sores or blisters. 

◗  Less often, from normal looking skin where the virus 

first entered the body.

◗  During vaginal, anal, or oral sexual contact, or skin-to-skin 

contact. This may happen even without visible sores. 

◗  The herpes virus gets into the body from:

l  The lining of the mouth. 

l  Regular skin that has small cracks or cuts.

Genital herpes is a chronic, life-long, sexually 
transmitted disease caused by two herpes simplex 
viruses (HSV-1 and HSV-2).

Those who don’t know they have herpes 
can still spread the virus to others.

Herpes is more easily 
spread from men to 
women than from women 
to men.
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Those with a weak immune system can get herpes 

infection more easily. A weak immune system is caused 

by some diseases (e.g., cancer, HIV/AIDS) and by some 

medicines used to treat serious diseases.

What are signs of genital herpes  
in men?
Men who have the herpes virus may have no outbreaks 

or signs of infection. Many do not know they have the 

virus. Once you are infected, the virus stays in your 

nerve cells for life. When the virus is not active, there is 

no sign of infection. When the virus becomes active, a 

herpes outbreak occurs. Some men may: 

◗  Not have any outbreaks.

◗  Have only one outbreak.

◗  Have multiple outbreaks.

First Outbreak

The first herpes outbreak often occurs within two weeks 

after sexual contact with an infected person. Sometimes 

the first outbreak will not occur until months or years 

after the first infection. The first signs may include:

◗  Itching, tingling, or burning feeling in the genital area.

◗  Flu-like symptoms, including fever.

◗  Swollen glands.

◗  Pain or tingling in the legs, buttocks, or anal area.

◗  Headache.

◗  A feeling of pressure in the area below the stomach.

After a few days, painful sores, blisters, or ulcers may 

appear where the virus entered the body. These areas 

include: 

◗  Genital or anal area.

◗  The mouth.

◗  In the urinary tract.

◗  On the buttocks or thighs.

◗  On other parts of your body where the virus has entered.

Other Outbreaks

After the first outbreak, you may have more outbreaks. 

For most, these occur less often over time. The signs of 

herpes infection are mostly milder than during the first 

outbreak, and they go away faster.

For those with a weak immune system, outbreaks can be 

severe and long-lasting.

See your health care provider (HCP) to 
be tested if you have signs of herpes.
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How do you know if you have genital 
herpes?
The only way to know if you have genital herpes is by a 

medical exam. Your HCP can examine you and test for 

it. Lab samples are taken from a sore, blister, or blood. 

Your HCP may ask to test you for other infections at the 

same time.

How is it treated?
Genital herpes can be treated, but it cannot be cured. 

Antiviral drugs may be used during an outbreak to help 

to make it:

◗  Shorter.

◗  Less severe.

◗  Less frequent.

Antivirals can also be taken daily to reduce outbreaks.

Living with genital herpes causes some to: 

◗  Feel embarrassed or ashamed. 

◗  Worry about infecting a sexual partner.

◗  Worry that having herpes will affect relationships with 

sexual partners. 

◗  Avoid dating or sexual relationships. 

Most people with herpes are able to live with the virus 

and manage outbreaks. Talking to trusted HCPs and 

friends can help. Discuss treatment options with your 

HCP. Also talk about ways to reduce passing the virus 

to others.

During outbreaks of genital herpes, 
you should:
◗  Keep the infected area clean and dry.

◗  Avoid touching the sores or blisters.

◗  Clean hands after contact with the infected area.

◗  Avoid skin-to-skin contact from the time you first 

notice signs of herpes until the sores have healed.

◗  Avoid sexual activity.

How can you avoid genital herpes?

Most men get genital herpes from sexual contact with 

a person who has herpes. You can get the virus without 

having sex. To avoid it:

◗  Do not have vaginal, oral, or anal sex.

◗  Avoid skin-to-skin and sexual contact.

◗ If you do have sex, practice safe sex:

l  Reduce the number of sexual partners.

l  Use condoms correctly. Condoms can reduce the 

risk of getting genital herpes. But, condoms may 

not cover all infected areas. Each time you have sex 

use a condom (male or female type):

n  During vaginal sex.

n  During anal sex.

n  During oral sex.

l  Have sex with 

only one partner 

who does not 

have sex with 

others and does 

not have herpes.

Drugs can help lower the 
chance that you will pass 
the virus to others.

Tell past and current sex partners of your 
herpes infection.

For more 
information, 
see Safer Sex 
on page 71
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Learn more:
Veterans Health Library:

Herpes
http://www.veteranshealthlibrary.org/Encyclopedia/142,85089_VA

Department of Veterans Affairs (VA):

Herpes simplex virus
www.hiv.va.gov/patient/diagnosis/OI-herpes-simplex.asp

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC):

Genital Herpes - CDC Fact Sheet
www.cdc.gov/std/Herpes/STDFact-Herpes.htm

Sexually Transmitted Diseases Treatment Guidelines, 2015
http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/pdf/rr/rr6403.pdf

National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases (NIAID/NIH): 

Genital Herpes
www.niaid.nih.gov/topics/genitalherpes/pages/default.aspx

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), Office on Women’s Health:

Genital herpes fact sheet
https://www.womenshealth.gov/publications/our-publications/fact-sheet/genital-herpes.html
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Genital Warts

How are they spread?
Men can get genital warts from sexual contact with 

someone who has HPV. Genital warts are spread by 

skin-to-skin contact, usually from contact with the 

warts. It can be spread by vaginal, anal, oral, or hand-

genital sexual contact. Genital warts will spread HPV 

while visible and after recent treatment. Long-term 

sexual partners usually have the same type of wart-

causing HPV. 

What are signs of genital warts  
in men?
Genital warts can grow anywhere in the genital area:

◗  On the groin.

◗  Under the foreskin of the uncircumcised penis.

◗  On the shaft of the circumcised penis.

◗  In or around the anus.

◗  In the mouth or throat (rare).

Genital warts appear as a small bump or groups of 
bumps in the genital area. They can be small or large, 
raised or flat, or shaped like a cauliflower. They are 
caused by some types of human papilloma virus (HPV). 
These viruses may not cause warts in everyone.
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Genital warts:

◗  Can be any size – from so small they can’t be seen, to 

big clusters and lumps.

◗  Can be smooth with a “mosaic” pattern or bumpy like 

a cauliflower.

◗  Are soft, moist and flesh-colored.

◗  Can cause itching, burning or pain.

Not all HPV infections cause genital warts. HPV 

infections often do not have any signs that you can 

see or feel. Some HPV infections can be more serious, 

see HPV and Men, page 30. 

How is it treated?

See your health care provider (HCP) to discuss 

treatment. Even when genital warts are treated, the 

HPV infection may remain. Warts may also return after 

treatment. Over-the-counter treatments for other types 

of warts should not be used. Treatments include:

◗  Medicines (creams, ointments, solutions or gels) 

applied directly to the warts.

◗  Burning off the warts.

◗  Freezing off the warts.

◗  Cutting the warts out.

◗  Using special lights or lasers to destroy the warts.

What can happen if you have genital 
warts for a long time?
The immune system fights HPV infection. The types 

of HPV that cause genital warts do not cause cancer. 

Without any treatment, genital warts may:

◗  Go away.

◗  Remain unchanged.

◗  Increase in size or number.

If you have genital warts:
◗  Talk with your HCP about treatment.

◗  Know that you may never know when you got HPV 

or who you got it from.

◗  Know that partners who have been together for a 

while can have the same HPV types, even if both 

have no signs.

Even if you see no visible genital warts, 
you could still have HPV infection.

Condoms may not fully protect 
against HPV since HPV can infect 
areas not covered by a condom.
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Learn more:
Veterans Health Library:

http://www.veteranshealthlibrary.org/Encyclopedia/142,85095_VA

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC):

Human Papillomavirus (HPV)
www.cdc.gov/hpv/index.html

Genital HPV Infection - Fact Sheet
www.cdc.gov/std/HPV/STDFact-HPV.htm

HPV Vaccination
www.cdc.gov/vaccines/vpd-vac/hpv/default.htm

https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm6411a3.htm

Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report (MMWR) — Human Papillomavirus Vaccination:  
Recommendations of the Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices
http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/rr6305a1.htm

Use of a 2-Dose Schedule for Human Papillomavirus Vaccination – Updated Recommendations of the 
Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices 
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/65/wr/mm6549a5.htm

National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases (NIAID/NIH):

Human Papillomavirus (HPV) and Genital Warts
https://www.niaid.nih.gov/diseases-conditions/std-research

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), Office on Women’s Health:

Human papillomavirus (HPV) and genital warts fact sheet
https://www.womenshealth.gov/files/assets/docs/fact-sheets/genital-warts-factsheet.pdf

For more 
information, 
see Safer Sex 
on page 71

How can you avoid genital warts?
◗  Get the HPV vaccine.

l  Certain types of HPV vaccines protect against the 

low-risk HPV that causes 90% of genital warts.

l  HPV vaccine can be given to males aged 9 to 21  

years old.

l  The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

(CDC) recommends all 11-12 year old males get the 

HPV vaccine (in 3 doses).

l  Young men can get vaccinated through age 21.

l  Men who have sex with men and men with 

compromised immune systems (including HIV) can 

be vaccinated through age 26.

◗  Avoid sexual contact.

◗  Have safer sex:

l  Reduce the number of sexual partners.

l  Condoms, when used correctly, can reduce the risk of 

getting HPV. But, condoms may not cover all infected 

areas. Each time you have sex use a condom:

n  During vaginal sex.

n  During anal sex.

n  During oral sex.

l  Have sex with 

only one partner 

who does not 

have sex with 

others and does 

not have HPV.
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Gonorrhea

How is it spread?
Men get gonorrhea from sexual contact with someone 

who is infected. Anyone who has gonorrhea can 

spread it to others. Gonorrhea can be spread through 

oral, vaginal, and anal contact between:

◗  Men and women.

◗  Men and men.

What are signs of gonorrhea in men?
Some women and men can have gonorrhea without 

any signs. For men, signs include:

◗ Painful or burning urination.

◗ White, yellow or green discharge from penis.

◗ Testicular/scrotal pain.

◗  Anal discharge, pain/itching, bleeding or painful 

bowel movements.

◗  Fever, abdominal pain, rashes, and swelling or pain in 

joints over time.

◗ Sore throat.

◗ Red or itchy eyes.

◗ Eye discharge.

Gonorrhea is an infection spread by bacteria. Also 
known as “the clap” or “the drip”, it affects both 
women and men. Men can get it in moist, warm areas 
such as the urethra, anus, mouth, throat, and eyes.

Men can get or spread HIV more easily if 
they have gonorrhea.

See your HCP to be 
tested if you have 
signs of gonorrhea.
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How do you know if you have gonorrhea?
The only way to know if you have gonorrhea is by a 

medical exam. Your health care provider (HCP) can 

examine you and test for it. Lab samples may be taken 

from the bladder, bowels, throat, urine, or eyes. Your 

HCP may ask to test you for other infections at the same 

time. See your HCP to be tested for gonorrhea if you: 

◗  Have any sign of gonorrhea.

◗  Have new or multiple sex partners.

◗  Do not practice safe sex.

◗  Are having sex with someone who might be having 

sex with others.

◗  Are having sex with a partner who has a sexually 

transmitted disease (STD).

◗  Are exchanging sex for money or drugs.

How is it treated?
Gonorrhea can be treated and cured with antibiotics. 

Always finish antibiotic treatment, even if signs of 

gonorrhea go away. Do not have sex until after 

treatment and signs of it are gone. See your HCP if your 

signs do not go away after treatment.

What can happen if you have it for a long 
time?
Gonorrhea can lead to swelling in the testes but rarely 

results in infertility.

If you have gonorrhea:
◗  Always finish all antibiotic treatment.

◗  Wait seven days after finishing treatment before 

having sex.

◗  Do not have sex with someone who has gonorrhea or 

has not finished treatment (to prevent re-infection).

◗  Tell current and recent sex partners of the infection so 

they can get checked.

◗  Know that it can raise the risk of getting and spreading 

HIV.

◗  People with gonorrhea should be tested for other STDs.

Get tested for gonorrhea if your sex 
partner has it.

Tell current and 
recent sex partners 
of the infection.
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How can you avoid gonorrhea?
◗  Avoid sexual contact.

◗  Have safer sex:

l  Reduce the number of sexual partners.

l  Condoms, when used correctly, can reduce the risk 

of getting gonorrhea. Each time you have sex use a 

condom (male or female type):

n  During vaginal sex.

n  During anal sex.

n  During oral sex.

l  Have sex with only one partner who does not have 

sex with others and does not have gonorrhea.

For more 
information, 
see Safer Sex 
on page 71

Learn more:
Veterans Health Library:

http://www.veteranshealthlibrary.org/Encyclopedia/142,85087_VA

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC):

Gonorrhea - CDC Fact Sheet
www.cdc.gov/std/gonorrhea/stdfact-gonorrhea.htm  

National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases (NIAID/NIH):

Gonorrhea
www.niaid.nih.gov/topics/gonorrhea/Pages/default.aspx

U.S. National Library of Medicine:

Gonorrhea
www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/gonorrhea.html



Veterans Health Administration 23

Men’s Health: A Guide to Preventing Infections

Human Immunodeficiency 
Virus (HIV)

If you are infected with HIV, you are said to be “HIV-

positive.” Over time as HIV weakens your immune 

system, you are more likely to get other infections. 

The late stage of HIV infection is known as Acquired 

Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS). With medicines, 

the virus can be controlled so AIDS may not occur.

How is it spread?
Each year in the U.S. about 50,000 people get 

infected with HIV. More than 1.2 million people in the 

U.S. are living with HIV infection and approximately 

13% are not aware they are infected. Men account for 

76% of all adults and adolescents living with HIV. The 

HIV virus is found only in certain body fluids: 

◗  Blood.

◗  Vaginal fluid. 

◗  Semen. 

◗  Breast milk.

HIV stands for human immunodeficiency virus. HIV is 
a virus that attacks and weakens the immune system. 
The immune system is the body’s defense against 
infections.

HIV is NOT 
spread by:
◗  Tears

◗  Sweat

◗  Feces

◗  Urine

◗  Saliva
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Contact with infected body fluids can spread HIV by:

◗  Sexual contact.

l  Vaginal and anal sex.

l  Sharing unclean sex toys.

l  Oral sex, very rarely.

l  Body fluids with HIV can enter tiny breaks or rips in 

the linings of the rectum or mouth. Rips and tears 

may not be seen or felt.

◗  Needle sharing:

l  Used or unclean needles.

l  During illegal drug use.

◗  Breast feeding:

l  HIV can be spread to babies and others who drink 

breast milk from a woman who is HIV positive.

◗  Pregnancy and birth:

l  HIV-positive women can spread the virus to their 

babies during pregnancy and birth. 

HIV is rarely spread from a blood transfusion because:

◗  All donated blood is tested for HIV.

◗  There is no risk of getting HIV when donating blood.

What are signs of HIV?
Most people with HIV will not show signs of HIV until 

years after getting the virus. Those who have been 

infected with HIV may have:  

◗   Fever. 

◗  Chills. 

◗  Night sweats. 

◗  Headache. 

◗  Sore throat. 

◗  Swollen lymph nodes, mainly on the neck. 

◗  Tiredness. 

◗  Rash. 

◗  Sores or infections in the mouth. 

◗  Body aches.

How do you know if you have HIV?
The only way to know you have HIV is by getting an 

HIV test. Routine HIV testing is recommended for all 

adults. HIV tests are offered by health care providers 

(HCP) in doctor’s offices, hospitals, local public health 

departments, and in local clinics. Most HIV tests use 

either blood or saliva. HIV tests are very accurate but 

may not show HIV from a recent infection. Always 

discuss your test result and retesting with your test 

provider.

You can’t tell if a person is HIV infected 
by looking at them.

VA offers HIV testing and treatment to 
all enrolled Veterans.
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How is it treated?
There is no cure for HIV. But there are medicines 

to help your body fight HIV. Your HCP can help you 

choose which to take and when to start. Treatment is 

lifelong. It can: 

◗   Reduce the amount of virus in your body. 

◗   Reduce the spread of HIV to others.

◗   Help most people with HIV live longer and  

healthier lives. 

What can happen if you have HIV for a 
long time?
If HIV is not diagnosed and treated, it can progress 

into AIDS. AIDS stands for acquired immunodeficiency 

syndrome. AIDS is the late stage of HIV infection. When 

you have AIDS, the virus has greatly weakened your 

immune system. If HIV is not treated, other infections 

can occur that can be life threatening. The only way to 

know if you have AIDS is through a medical exam and 

testing by your HCP. Signs of AIDS are:

◗   Rapid weight loss. 

◗   Fevers. 

◗   Night sweats. 

◗   Extreme tiredness. 

◗   Swelling of the lymph nodes in the armpits, groin, or 

neck which doesn’t go away. 

◗   Diarrhea that lasts for more than a week. 

◗   Sores of the mouth, anus, or genitals. 

◗   Infections such as pneumonia, tuberculosis, and 

certain cancers. 

◗   Red, brown, pink, or purplish blotches on or under the 

skin or inside the mouth, nose, or eyelids. 

◗   Depression. 

◗    Memory loss and other brain or nerve problems.

If you have HIV:
◗   See a HCP regularly.

◗   Take medicines as prescribed.

◗   Tell current and recent sex partners that you have HIV.

◗   Avoid spreading HIV to others by:

l  Using condoms during all sexual contact.

l  Not sharing used or unclean needles and sex toys.

The sooner you know if you have HIV, 
the sooner your HCP can know when 
you will need treatment.
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How can you avoid HIV?
The best ways to avoid HIV are:

◗  Not having sexual contact.

◗  Using condoms during all sexual contact.

◗  Not using or injecting illegal drugs. If you do, use a 

new sterile needle and drug equipment each time to 

prep and inject drugs.

Other ways to avoid HIV are:

◗  Having less sex partners.

◗  Have sex with only one partner:

l  Who does not have HIV.

l  Who does not have sex with others.

◗  Not reusing or sharing needles or drug equipment 

(works).

◗  If unused (new) needles and sterile works are not used:

l  Boil in water, or 

l  Clean with bleach water and rinse with water before 

each use.

Ask your sex partners to test for HIV and 
other STDs

For more 
information, 
see Safer Sex 
on page 71

Pre-Exposure Prophylaxis (PrEP) 
◗  PrEP is medicine taken daily. When used with safer sex practices it prevents HIV infection.

◗  Truvada® is the pill that is used for PrEP. It is more than 90% effective if taken as prescribed.

◗  Discuss PrEP with your health care provider if you:

l   Are sexually active.

l   Are an injection drug user.

l   Have one or more of these risk factors for HIV:

n   Inconsistent condom use.

n   High number of sex partners.

n   HIV-positive sex partner.

n   A recent STD, such as gonorrhea, chlamydia, or syphilis.

n   An HIV-positive injecting partner.

n   Sharing of injection equipment.

n   Commercial sex work.



Veterans Health Administration 27

Men’s Health: A Guide to Preventing Infections

Learn more:
Veterans Health Library:

http://www.veteranshealthlibrary.org/Encyclopedia/142,82145_VA

Department of Veterans Affairs (VA):

VA National HIV/AIDS Website; for Veterans and the Public
www.hiv.va.gov/patient/

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS):

HIV/AIDS Basics
www.aids.gov/hiv-aids-basics/

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC):

HIV Among Men in the United States
https://www.cdc.gov/hiv/group/gender/men/index.html

HIV/AIDS Basics
https://www.cdc.gov/hiv/basics/index.html

Oral Sex and HIV Risk
https://www.cdc.gov/hiv/risk/oralsex.html

HIV Transmission
https://www.cdc.gov/hiv/basics/transmission.html

National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases (NIAID/NIH):

What are HIV and AIDS?
www.niaid.nih.gov/topics/HIVAIDS/Understanding/Pages/whatAreHIVAIDS.aspx

Office on Women’s Health, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services:

https://www.womenshealth.gov/mens-health/top-health-concerns-for-men/hiv-aids.html
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Human Papillomavirus 
(HPV)

There are over 100 known types of HPV.
About 40 types can infect female and male genital areas.

Genital HPV is grouped into two types:

◗  Low-risk types can cause genital warts or may 

be harmless. 

◗  High-risk types can raise the chances for cancer of 

the penis and anus.

How is it spread?
HPV is spread by skin-to-skin contact. Men get HPV 

from sexual contact with someone who has it. HPV 

can be spread by vaginal, anal, oral or hand-genital 

sexual contact. Some may have no signs of HPV but 

can still spread it to others. People can have more 

than one type of HPV. Long-term sex partners with 

HPV often have the same HPV types.

Risk of having HPV rise if you:

◗  Have been sexually active at an earlier age.

◗  Have multiple sex partners.

◗  Smoke.

◗  Have a weak immune system due to:

l  A medical condition (cancer or HIV).

l  Medicines.

Human papilloma virus or HPV is the most common 
sexually transmitted disease (STD) in the United 
States. About 79 million Americans have HPV. The 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 
says one in two sexually active people will have HPV 
at some point in their life.

Most sexually active men and women get 
genital HPV at some time in their lives.
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What are signs of HPV in men?
If you have HPV, you may not be able to see or feel it. You 

can have HPV even if years since your last sexual contact 

with an infected person. You may never know which sex 

partner gave you HPV. HPV infection may cause:

◗  Genital warts (low-risk HPV).

l  See Genital Warts (page 17) for more information.

◗  Cancer (high-risk HPV).

l  Cancer of the penis (more common).

l  Cancers of the anus, throat, tongue or tonsils 

(less common).

How do you know if you have HPV?
Most men with HPV have no signs or signs go away 

on their own. Right now, there is no approved test 

for HPV in men. Testing before having signs is not 

recommended. Some providers may offer anal 

Papanicolaou or “PAP” tests to men who are at high 

risk for anal cancer (men with HIV or those who receive 

anal sex).

How is it treated?

Genital HPV infections are very common but:

◗  Most show no signs.

◗  Most go away with no treatment within a few years.

If HPV does not go away, treatments are not the same 

for low risk HPV and high-risk HPV:

◗   Low-Risk HPV (Genital warts) – Even when treated, 

virus may remain. Warts can also come back after 

treatment. Over-the-counter medicines for other types 

of warts should not be used. Treatments include: 

l  Watch and wait to see if the warts stay the same, 

get bigger, or go away.

l  Medicines put on the warts.

l  Burning off the warts.

l  Freezing off the warts.

l  Cutting the warts out.

l  Using special lights or lasers to destroy the warts.

◗   High-Risk HPV – cancers from HPV are more 

treatable if found and treated promptly.

What can happen if you have HPV for a 
long time?
Some types of low-risk HPV can cause genital warts. If 

not treated, genital warts may:

◗  Go away.

◗  Remain unchanged.

◗  Increase in size or number.

See Genital Warts (page 17) for more information.

High-risk HPV can cause cancer. See your provider 

if you have strange growths, lumps or sores on your 

penis, scrotum, anus, mouth, or throat.

If you have HPV:
◗  Talk to your health care provider (HCP).

◗  Know that long time sex partners often share the 

same HPV types, even if both have no signs.
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How can you avoid HPV?
◗  Get the vaccine for HPV.

l  One type of HPV vaccine can protect against the 

low-risk HPV that causes 90% of genital warts.

l  It is for all males 11 or 12 years old – up to 26 years 

of age for men with weak immune systems and 

men who have sex with men.

l  The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

(CDC) recommends all 11-12 year old girls and boys 

get the HPV vaccine.

◗  Avoid sexual contact.

◗  Have safer sex:

l  Reduce the number of sexual partners.

l  Condoms, when used correctly, can reduce the 

risk of getting HPV. But, condoms may not cover 

all infected areas. Each time you have sex use a 

condom (male or female type):

n  During vaginal sex.

n  During anal sex.

n  During oral sex.

◗  Have sex with only one partner who does not have 

sex with others and does not have HPV.

Condoms may not fully protect against 
HPV since HPV can infect areas not 
covered by a condom.

For more 
information, 
see Safer Sex 
on page 71

Learn more:
Veterans Health Library:

HPV and Genital Warts:  Understanding Your Diagnosis
http://www.veteranshealthlibrary.org/Encyclopedia/142,87539_VA

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC):

HPV and Genital Warts:  Understanding Your Diagnosis
HPV and Men – Fact Sheet

Genital HPV Infection - Fact Sheet
www.cdc.gov/std/HPV/STDFact-HPV.htm

HPV Vaccination
www.cdc.gov/vaccines/vpd-vac/hpv/default.htm

National Cancer Institute (NCI/NIH):

Vaccine Reduces HPV Infections in Young Men
http://www.cancer.gov/types/anal/research/quad-hpv-vaccine-men
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Syphilis

How is it spread?
Men get syphilis from sexual contact with someone 

who has it. Anyone with syphilis can spread it to others. 

Those who have it may not show signs or know they 

have it. Syphilis can be spread by contact with a 

syphilis sore which occurs on external genitals, vagina, 

anus, or in the rectum. Syphilis can be spread between:  

◗  Men and women.

◗   Men and men.

What are signs of syphilis in men?
There are four stages of syphilis. Each is defined by how 

long the person has had it. Signs vary in each stage.

1.  Primary Stage: The first sign of syphilis is often a 

small, round, firm sore. These appear at the place 

where it entered the body such as the penis,  tongue, 

or lips. Most do not cause pain. There can also be 

more than one sore. Signs often go away in about 3 

to 6 weeks even without treatment. If not treated in 

this stage, it will progress into the other stages.

Syphilis is a sexually transmitted disease (STD) caused 
by bacteria.
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2.  Secondary Stage: This stage can start with a rash 

over one or more areas of the body. These appear 

mostly on the palms of the hands and the bottoms of 

the feet. Other signs may be:

l  Sores in the mouth or anus.

l  Sore throat.

l  Swollen glands.

l  Large, raised gray/white lesions in mouth, 

underarm, or groin area.

l  Fever.

l  Hair loss in patches.

l  Head and muscle aches.

l  Weight loss. 

l  Tiredness.

If not treated in this stage, signs will still go away. 

However, the syphilis bacteria are still in the body. 

The infection will progress into the latent stage.

3.  Latent Stage: This stage is also called the hidden 

stage. It can last many years. Syphilis remains in the 

body with no signs of infection. Without treatment, 

syphilis can pass to the Late Stage. This can take 10 

to 20 years.

4.  Late Stage: Syphilis in this stage can cause: 

l  Numbness.

l  Problems with blood vessels.

l  Damage to bones and joints.

l  Difficulty walking. 

l  Blindness.

l  Paralysis.

l  Brain damage.

l  Dementia.

l  Heart disease.

l  Death.

How do you know if you have syphilis?
Your health care provider (HCP) can examine and test 

you for syphilis. Blood or fluid from a sore can be tested.

How is it treated? 
Syphilis can be cured with antibiotics in all stages of 

the disease. Always finish treatment. Do not have sex 

until after treatment and signs of it are gone. See your 

HCP if your signs do not go away after treatment. Some 

damage to your body caused by the disease may 

remain. 

If you have syphilis:
◗  Always finish all antibiotic treatment.

◗  Do not have sex with someone who has syphilis or 

has not finished treatment (to prevent re-infection).

◗  Tell current and recent sex partners of the infection so 

they can get checked. 

◗  Know that it can raise the risk of getting and 

spreading HIV.

◗  Get tested again after 6 and 12 months. Only a  

HCP can tell you when you no longer have it.

Syphilis Bacterium
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How can you avoid syphilis?

◗  Avoid sexual contact.

◗  Have safer sex:

l  Reduce the number of sexual partners.

l  Condoms, when used correctly, can reduce the 

risk of getting syphilis. Each time you have sex 

use a condom (male or female type):

n  During vaginal sex.

n  During anal sex.

n  During oral sex.

l   Have sex with only one partner who does not 

have sex with others and does not have syphilis.

◗  Know that other forms of birth control do not protect 

against syphilis.

For more 
information, 
see Safer Sex 
on page 71

Learn more:
Veterans Health Library:

Syphilis
http://www.veteranshealthlibrary.org/Encyclopedia/142,85083_VA

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC):

Syphilis - CDC Fact Sheet
www.cdc.gov/std/Syphilis/STDFact-syphilis.htm

National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases (NIAID/NIH):

Syphilis
www.niaid.nih.gov/topics/syphilis/Pages/default.aspx

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), Office on Women’s Health:

Men’s Health:  Sexually Transmitted Infections (STIs)
http://www.womenshealth.gov/mens-health/sexual-health-for-men/sexually-transmitted-infections.html
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Trichomoniasis

How is it spread? 
Men get trichomoniasis from sexual contact. Anyone 

who has it can spread it to others. It can be spread 

between:

◗  Men and women.

◗  Men and men.

What are signs in men?
Most men show no signs of “trich”. Others have signs 

that include:

◗  Itching and irritation inside the penis.

◗  Burning after urination or ejaculation.

◗  Discharge from penis.

◗  Painful intercourse.

Trichomoniasis is an infection caused by a tiny 
parasite. It affects both men and women. It is also 
known as “trich”.

Most infected men have no signs of 
trichomoniasis. Even so, “trich” can still 
be spread.
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How do you know if you have “trich”?
The only way to know if you have “trich” is by a medical 

exam. Your health care provider (HCP) can take a 

sample for testing. Your HCP may also ask to test for 

other infections at the same time. 

How is it treated? 
“Trich” can be treated and cured with prescribed 

medicines that kill the parasite. Always finish treatment. 

See your HCP if your signs do not go away after 

treatment.

If you have trichomoniasis:
◗  Always finish treatment.

◗  Do not have sex with someone who has “trich” or has 

not finished treatment (to prevent re-infection).

◗  Tell current and recent sex partners of the infection so 

they can get checked.

How can you avoid “trich”?
◗  Avoid sexual contact.

◗  Have safer sex:

l   Reduce the number of sexual partners.

l   Condoms, when used correctly, can reduce the 

risk of getting trichomoniasis. Each time you have 

sex use a condom (male or female type):

n  During vaginal sex.

n   During anal sex.

n  During oral sex.

l    Have sex with only one partner who does 

not have sex with others and does not have 

trichomoniasis.

For more 
information, 
see Safer Sex 
on page 71

Learn more:
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC): 

Trichomoniasis - CDC Fact Sheet
www.cdc.gov/std/trichomonas/STDFact-Trichomoniasis.htm




