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Herpes, genital

Genital herpes is an infection that causes painful sores in and around your genitals. It's
caused by the herpes simplex virus.You may be upset to find out you have genital
herpes, but it isn't a serious illness. And there are good treatments to help clear your
symptoms and reduce the chance of further outbreaks of symptoms.

We've brought together the best research about genital herpes and weighed up the
evidence about how to treat it.You can use our information to talk to your doctor and
decide which treatments are best for you.

What is genital herpes?

Genital herpes is a common infection caused by the herpes simplex virus. Anyone who
has sex can get it. Most of the time the infection doesn't cause any problems. But from
time to time the virus becomes active and causes painful sores around your genitals.

There are two types of herpes simplex virus.

• Herpes simplex virus type 2 is the most common cause of genital herpes. It's
sometimes called HSV-2 for short.

• Herpes simplex virus type 1 mostly causes cold sores . But it can also cause
genital herpes. It's sometimes called HSV-1 for short.
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Most people with genital herpes don't have any symptoms.

The viruses that cause genital herpes spread from one person to another through sex.
You may not be able to tell you've got genital herpes because it doesn't always cause
symptoms.

You can catch genital herpes from a sexual partner:

• Before they know they are infected

• Before they first develop symptoms

• During an outbreak, when they have symptoms

• Between outbreaks, when they have no symptoms but the virus is still active.

A herpes virus can also cause infection after being passed from the lips and face of your
sexual partner during oral sex if they have a cold sore, or if they’ve had a cold sore in
the past.

Most people catch genital herpes viruses from someone with no obvious symptoms.

Once you've got the herpes simplex virus, it will be inactive and most of the time won't
cause any symptoms. But it will still be there, and if is reactivated will cause symptoms.

You can pass on genital herpes to a sexual partner: [1]

• Before you know you are infected
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• Before the first symptoms have developed

• During an outbreak, when you have genital herpes symptoms such as sores or
cracks in your skin

• Between outbreaks, when you have no genital herpes symptoms but the virus is still
active.

You can also pass on genital herpes by giving oral sex when you have a cold sore, or if
you've had a cold sore in the past.

If you are in a long-term relationship, the appearance of genital herpes doesn't necessarily
mean that you or your partner has been unfaithful. One of you could have been carrying
a herpes virus for a long time without knowing it.

What are the symptoms of genital herpes?

Many people with genital herpes have no symptoms. Others get outbreaks of painful
spots, sores, or blisters around their genitals. Up to 8 in 10 people with genital herpes
don't know they have it.

Most of the time you carry the herpes virus harmlessly inside your body. But from time
to time the virus is activated. This means:

• You become infectious during sex, because the virus is multiplying in and around
your genitals

• You may get symptoms.

Symptoms are different for different people.You may get one or more of the following

symptoms: [2]

• Itching, tingling, pain, or burning around your genitals

• Painful blisters or ulcers on or around your genitals

• Painful blisters or ulcers on your thighs or buttocks

• Itchy red patches or cracks in the skin around your genitals

• Enlarged lymph nodes  in your groin.

If you're a woman, you also may have difficulty urinating.

It's difficult to say how genital herpes will affect you.You may have an annoying itch that
won't go away. Or some areas of your skin may be sore when you move. Some people

have lots of painful blisters all over their genitals and buttocks. [3]
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Your ulcers, blisters, or cracks will get better on their own within two or three weeks. But
they can be very painful, especially the first time you have symptoms. Some people also

get a mild fever or a headache when they have these first symptoms. [4]

Once you've had one outbreak of symptoms, you are likely to have at least one more.
But it is likely to be milder than the first, and you're likely to get better faster.You'll probably

get fewer episodes of symptoms over time. [5]

We don't know why some people's symptoms are worse than others. And we don't know
what triggers them.

In general, you are most infectious when you have symptoms on or around your genitals.

The biggest problem with genital herpes is the way it makes people feel about themselves.
You may feel shocked, depressed, anxious, embarrassed, or guilty. Being told you have
genital herpes can even stop you wanting to go out with friends, see your partner, or go

to work or school. Lots of people feel angry.Your doctor can help you with these feelings.
[3] [4]

You might find it reassuring to know that most people cope well once they're over the
initial shock. In a survey, 9 in 10 people said they were 'very upset' at first, but almost

everyone said they eventually 'learned to live with genital herpes'. [6]  About one-third of
people said the condition was 'not a big deal'.

How common is genital herpes?

Genital herpes is common. Anyone who is sexually active can get it.

It's difficult to know exactly how many people are infected with one of the viruses that
cause genital herpes. (To read about the types of virus that cause genital herpes, see
What is genital herpes? )

One study that involved blood donors found that about 1 in 12 had symptoms of the

infection. [7]  About 1 in 4 people who go to a sexual medicine clinic have the infection. [7]

Most people who are infected with the herpes virus (type 1 or type 2) don't know they
have genital herpes. This could be because:

• They don't ever get symptoms such as sores, blisters, or cracking skin on their
genitals

• They've had symptoms, but they weren't bad enough to go to the doctor

• They went to the doctor, but the doctor didn't think it was herpes.

Genital herpes is getting more common. One-third more people had the infection at the

end of the 1990s than 25 years earlier. [8]  And clinics treating sexually transmitted
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infections in the UK reported about 90% more new cases of genital herpes in 2012 than

in 2003. [9]

What treatments work for genital herpes?

There are good treatments for genital herpes that can help with your symptoms and
reduce the number of outbreaks of symptoms you get. Having treatment can also reduce
the chances that you'll infect your partner.

• Although treatment can't clear the herpes virus from your body, it can help with
symptoms.

• For most of the time, the herpes virus will be inactive and you won't notice any
problems. When you do get symptoms of genital herpes, such as painful sores or
ulcers, they'll usually clear up within a few weeks, even if you don't have treatment.

• During mild episodes of symptoms, you could try simple treatments such as salt
water baths and painkillers (such as paracetamol or ibuprofen). [5]

• Taking antiviral drugs can help clear up your symptoms more quickly.

• Taking antiviral drugs even when you don't have symptoms can reduce the number
of times you have symptoms.

• If you're a woman and you have an attack of genital herpes symptoms in late
pregnancy, doctors recommend you have your baby by caesarean section. They
think this reduces the chances of passing on the infection to your baby. But we don't
know for certain whether it's necessary. Nobody has done the research to see if
there is a difference in infection rates in babies born after a caesarean section or a
vaginal birth.

• Picking up the infection for the first time in late pregnancy can be dangerous for your
baby. If your partner has genital herpes and you aren't yet infected, ask your doctor
about how to protect yourself and your baby.

We've divided the treatments for genital herpes into the following groups:

• Treatments for genital herpes

• Treatments to prevent passing on genital herpes

• Treatments for genital herpes in pregnancy

• Treatments for genital herpes if you have HIV .
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Which treatments work best? We've looked at the best research and given a rating for
each treatment according to how well it works.

Treatment Group 1

Treatments for genital herpes

Treatments that work

• Antiviral drugs for genital herpes

Treatments that need further study

• Psychotherapy or emotional support

Treatment Group 2

Treatments to prevent passing on genital herpes

• Most experts say you should avoid having sex with a partner who doesn't have the
virus when you're having symptoms of genital herpes, or if you feel symptoms are
on their way.You are most infectious during these times.

• Men who use condoms are less likely to infect their sexual partners than men who

don't. [15] We don't know how well female condoms protect men or women from
herpes because nobody has done the research to find out.

• If you have genital herpes, taking an antiviral drug every day can reduce the chances
of you passing it on to your uninfected partner.

• None of these precautions or treatments can protect your partner completely.

Treatments to prevent passing on genital herpes

Treatments that are likely to work

• Antiviral drugs to prevent passing on genital herpes

• Male condoms

Treatments that need further study

• Female condoms

Treatments that are unlikely to work

• Vaccines
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Treatment Group 3

Treatments for genital herpes in pregnancy

Treatments that need further study

• Caesarean section to protect your baby

• Antiviral drugs to protect your baby

Treatment Group 4

Treatments for genital herpes if you have HIV

Treatments that work

• Antiviral drugs for genital herpes if you have HIV

What will happen to me?

Most of the time the genital herpes virus lives harmlessly inside your body. The infection
is not a serious illness. For many people it's just a nuisance. But you will probably never
get rid of it completely.

About 9 in 10 people who have had one episode of symptoms will have at least one more
episode within a year. Outbreaks caused by the type 2 virus are more likely to come
back than those caused by the type 1 virus. (To read about the types of virus that cause
herpes, see What is genital herpes? )

About one-quarter of people with the type 2 virus will have six or more episodes of

symptoms in the year after they are first infected. [4]

You don't always need treatment for genital herpes. If you get symptoms, they'll usually

clear up on their own within a week or two. [4]  But if your symptoms are more severe,
you'll probably need to see a doctor. There are treatments that can:

• Help clear your symptoms of genital herpes

• Reduce the number of future episodes of symptoms you have

• Help stop the infection spreading to your sexual partner.

No treatment clears the virus from your body completely. But even without treatment,
you'll have fewer symptoms over time.
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If you're pregnant

If you're pregnant, there's a small chance you could pass on genital herpes to your baby.
Herpes viruses can make your baby dangerously ill. But this only happens if you catch
the infection for the first time late in your pregnancy. About 4 in 10 women who pick up

the infection late in pregnancy pass on the infection to their baby. [10] [11]

If you're pregnant or thinking about having a baby and you have genital herpes, you
should tell your doctor. Also, if you don't have genital herpes but your partner does, you
should talk to your doctor or other health professional about how to protect yourself and
your baby.

You should avoid oral sex in late pregnancy with a partner who has had cold sores.

If you have genital herpes and are pregnant, you may be offered antiviral treatment or
a caesarean section to protect your baby from infection. See Treatments for genital
herpes in pregnancy .

If you have HIV infection

Genital herpes can be more serious if you have HIV  (human immunodeficiency virus)
infection or AIDS  (acquired immune deficiency syndrome), particularly if your immune
system  is badly affected.Your symptoms may be more severe, and you may need
stronger treatment than people whose immune system is healthy.

If you have HIV or AIDS, genital herpes can increase your chances of infecting others

with HIV during sex. [12]  Scientists have found HIV in sores and blisters caused by genital

herpes. [13]

What will happen to my partner?

When the virus you are carrying becomes active you can pass it on during sex.You are
most infectious during an outbreak of genital herpes symptoms. This is when you have
symptoms around your genitals, such as painful blisters, broken skin, or chafing.

Most experts say you shouldn't have sex when you have symptoms or if you feel you

are about to develop symptoms. [4]

But you can also pass the virus on when you don't have symptoms. We don't know for
certain how often this happens. We also don't know how easy it is to pass on the virus.
But we do know there are good treatments that help reduce the risk.

No treatment or precaution can protect your partner completely. But the risk of you

passing on the infection probably becomes less with time, whatever you do. [14]

Treatments:

Antiviral drugs for genital herpes
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In this section

Antiviral drugs can't get rid of the herpes virus from your body. But lots of research has
shown they can help your symptoms clear up more quickly. They can also reduce the
number of attacks you get.

Antiviral drugs attack both the types of herpes virus that cause genital herpes. (To read
more about these viruses, see What is genital herpes? ) Three antiviral drugs are used
to treat genital herpes:

• Aciclovir (brand name Zovirax)

• Famciclovir (Famvir)

• Valaciclovir (Valtrex).

These drugs seem to work equally well. [16] [17] [18] [19] They come as tablets, liquids,
and injections.

The first time you get an outbreak of symptoms, taking antiviral drugs can help clear

them. (The first attack is usually the worst.) [20] [21] [22]  Antiviral drugs help clear up the
cracks, blisters, or sores on your genitals and other areas, and stop them hurting so

much. For a first episode, people usually take antiviral drugs for seven days to ten days.
[21]

Very bad first episodes of genital herpes are usually treated with injections. Injections
are also given to people whose immune system  is not working so well, for example
because they have HIV  (human immunodeficiency virus).

Antiviral drugs can also help with repeat episodes.You can keep some antiviral drugs
at home and take them as soon as you feel the symptoms coming on.This can help clear
your symptoms more quickly. The first symptom you have could be just mild tingling or

it could be more severe pain, sometimes in your legs, buttocks, or hips. [23] [4] [24] You'll
learn to recognise your early symptoms, which can be different for different people.

Antiviral drugs shorten most attacks by one or two days. [18] [25] [26]  And they can stop

your symptoms. [18] [23]  If you take antiviral drugs up to six hours after your first symptoms,

there's a good chance your symptoms won't get worse. [23] You'll usually need to take
the antiviral drugs for three to five days, depending on the treatment used and what dose

is used. [23] [27]

If you have more than six episodes of genital herpes a year, your doctor might suggest
that you take antiviral drugs every day. Many good-quality studies (called randomised
controlled trials ) have found that regular treatment with antiviral drugs cuts down the

number of times you have symptoms. [28] [29] [30]
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In one study, up to 50 in 100 people who took valaciclovir every day had no symptoms
for a year. But about 95 in 100 people who took a dummy treatment (a placebo ) had at

least one episode of herpes symptoms. [18]  People have taken antiviral drugs continually

for up to seven years to prevent attacks of genital herpes. [25]

Your doctor might suggest you take a break from having treatment with antiviral drugs

after a year or so, just to see if you still need it. [4] [5]

Antiviral drugs cause few problems.You may get headaches or nausea, but these are

mostly mild.These problems usually don't stop people taking their antiviral drug treatment.
[18] [31]

Psychotherapy or emotional support
In this section

Treatments that offer support, such as psychotherapy, may help people cope better with
genital herpes. It's possible that this kind of support could help reduce the number of
episodes you get. But there hasn't been enough good research to say for certain whether

it does. [32]

Psychotherapy and other types of help for people with genital herpes can include:

• Learning more about herpes infection

• Coping with stress

• Relaxation

• Hypnosis

• Cognitive therapy .

Antiviral drugs to prevent passing on genital herpes
In this section

Taking antiviral drugs may help prevent passing on genital herpes. While you're taking

an antiviral drug you 'shed' the herpes virus on fewer days than you would otherwise. [20]

[21] [22]  Shedding means the virus is active around your genital area, and you can pass
it on during sex.You may not know when you are shedding the virus.

Three antiviral drugs are used to prevent genital herpes being passed on:

• Aciclovir (brand name Zovirax)
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• Famciclovir (Famvir)

• Valaciclovir (Valtrex).

You usually take these drugs as tablets or a liquid.

One good-quality study (called a randomised controlled trial ) looked at passing on the

virus during sex. [14] The study found:

• Only 2 in 100 people who took valaciclovir infected their sexual partner

• In the people who didn't take valaciclovir, 4 in 100 infected their sexual partner

• Women were three times more likely to pick up herpes from men than men were
from women.

Antiviral drugs cause few problems.You may get headaches or nausea, but these are

mostly mild.These problems usually don't stop people taking their antiviral drug treatment.
[31]

Male condoms
In this section

Male condoms may also help prevent passing on genital herpes. Experts advise men
with genital herpes to use a condom whenever they have sex with a partner who doesn't

have the virus. [4]

Two reasonably good-quality studies found that men who used condoms were much

less likely to pass the virus on to their partners. [33] [34]  Condoms didn't remove the risk

completely, but one study found they reduced it by about 90 percent. [33]

If you're a man whose female sexual partner has genital herpes, wearing a condom
during sex might reduce your chances of becoming infected. When researchers looked
at the overall effects of condom use in six studies they found that using condoms protected
both men and women from infection with the main virus that causes genital herpes

(HSV-2). [15]

But different studies say different things, so we can't be sure overall. In one study, men

who wore condoms were just as likely to become infected as men who didn't. [33]  Other

studies have found that using condoms protects men from getting genital herpes. [35]

Female condoms
In this section
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We don't know whether female condoms protect either women or men from genital
herpes. There haven't been any studies that have tested female condoms in genital
herpes.

Vaccines
In this section

A vaccine  has been developed against herpes simplex virus type 2 (HSV-2), one of the
viruses that cause genital herpes. But the vaccine doesn't work very well.

One good-quality study (called a randomised controlled trial ) found that people who
had the vaccine were just as likely to catch genital herpes as people who had a dummy

vaccine (a placebo ). [36]  In another study, the vaccine helped protect some uninfected

women but didn't work for men. [37]

Caesarean section to protect your baby
In this section

Having a caesarean section  is sometimes recommended to avoid passing on genital
herpes to babies during birth.

Women with genital herpes can pass the infection on to their babies during a vaginal
delivery, whether or not they have genital herpes symptoms at the time. But the risk is

very low. Fewer than 3 in 100 women pass the herpes virus on to their babies. [10] [11]

Even so, because herpes can make babies dangerously ill, there are some situations
where you may be offered a caesarean section.

Your doctor will probably recommend a caesarean if you get symptoms of genital herpes
for the first time in the last three months of your pregnancy, especially if the infection

starts in the six weeks before you're due. [38] [5] [39]

If you've had symptoms of genital herpes in the past and get them again during pregnancy,

you probably won't need a caesarean. [38] [5] [39]  Even if you have sores on your genitals

at the time you're due to give birth, it's not clear if you need a caesarean. [38]  Some

doctors don't recommend it, and others say it's worth considering. [5] [39]  If you do opt

for a natural birth, the risk to your baby is small. [39]

In theory, a caesarean section should help protect your baby from a herpes virus that's
active in and around your birth canal. But there hasn't been any good research, so we
don't know whether it works.

The risk of infecting your baby is much higher if you pick up a genital herpes virus for
the first time late in pregnancy.Your body hasn't had time to attack the virus before you

go into labour, so the virus is active in your birth canal and genital area. [1]  About 4 in 10
women who pick up genital herpes virus late in pregnancy will infect their baby.

© BMJ Publishing Group Limited 2015. All rights reserved.
page 12 of 17

Herpes, genital



Antiviral drugs to protect your baby
In this section

If you have an attack of genital herpes symptoms while you are pregnant, your doctor
may suggest you take antiviral drugs. This is to try to prevent another attack around the
time of your delivery.

Several studies have found that aciclovir (brand name Zovirax) and valaciclovir (Valtrex)

can reduce the chances of symptoms around the time of delivery. [40] [41] [42]

It isn't clear yet whether antiviral drugs make it less likely that the baby will get infected
with the herpes virus. In a review of the research, no babies had symptoms of the herpes

virus after being born. [40]  It didn't matter whether their mothers had taken antiviral drugs
or not. However, slightly fewer women needed a caesarean delivery if they'd taken
antiviral drugs. According to the researchers, one caesarean would be avoided for every
10 women who took antiviral drugs.

Antiviral drugs didn't harm the women or their babies in these studies. But researchers
can't rule out rare side effects.

Antiviral drugs for genital herpes if you have HIV
In this section

Antiviral drugs attack both types of herpes virus that cause genital herpes. (To read more
about the types of virus that cause herpes, see What is genital herpes? ) Three antiviral
drugs are used for treating genital herpes:

• Aciclovir (brand name Zovirax)

• Famciclovir (Famvir)

• Valaciclovir (Valtrex).

They come as tablets, a liquid, and injections. If you have the HIV  (human
immunodeficiency virus) infection, you might get injections if you get a very bad first
attack of genital herpes.

There haven't been any studies testing these drugs as a treatment for a first episode
of genital herpes symptoms in people with HIV. But doctors think they are likely to work,
because they work well for people without HIV.

All three antiviral drugs help the symptoms of repeat episodes of herpes in people with

HIV. [43] [44] [45]  Each of the three drugs seem to work as well as the others. In one study,
treatment with either famciclovir or aciclovir cleared up genital herpes symptoms within

a week. [44]
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The most common side effects of antiviral drugs in people with HIV who take them are
headaches, nausea, and diarrhoea . But even these are unusual. In one study, about 1

in 10 people felt sick, slightly fewer got diarrhoea, and about 1 in 6 got headaches. [43]

If your genital herpes symptoms keep on coming back, your doctor may suggest you
take an antiviral drug every day for several months, or even years. In one good-quality
study (called a randomised controlled trial ), people with HIV who took valaciclovir were
less likely to have outbreaks of symptoms than people who took a dummy treatment (a

placebo ). [46]  In long-term studies, about 1 in 10 people had to stop taking their antiviral

treatment because of side effects. Usually, the side effects were nausea or headaches.
[44]

Further informations:

Glossary:

lymph nodes
Lymph nodes (also called lymph glands) are small, bean-shaped lumps that you can't usually see or feel easily.You have them in
various parts of your body, such as your neck, armpits, and groin. Lymph nodes filter lymph and remove unwanted things from your
body, such as bacteria and cancer cells.

HIV
HIV stands for human immunodeficiency virus. It's the virus that causes AIDS. It makes you ill by damaging cells called CD4 cells.
Your body needs these cells to fight infections.You can get HIV by sharing needles for injecting drugs, or by having sex without a
condom with someone who has the virus.

AIDS
AIDS stands for acquired immunodeficiency syndrome. People who are infected with the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) get
AIDS when the virus has destroyed most of their immune system. When people have AIDS, their body isn't able to fight infections.
So even common infections, such as colds, can cause serious problems.

immune system
Your immune system is made up of the parts of your body that fight infection. When bacteria or viruses get into your body, it's your
immune system that kills them. Antibodies and white blood cells are part of your immune system.They travel in your blood and attack
bacteria, viruses and other things that could damage your body.

randomised controlled trials
Randomised controlled trials are medical studies designed to test whether a treatment works. Patients are split into groups. One
group is given the treatment being tested (for example, an antidepressant drug) while another group (called the comparison or control
group) is given an alternative treatment. This could be a different type of drug or a dummy treatment (a placebo). Researchers then
compare the effects of the different treatments.

placebo
A placebo is a 'pretend' or dummy treatment that contains no active substances. A placebo is often given to half the people taking
part in medical research trials, for comparison with the 'real' treatment. It is made to look and taste identical to the drug treatment
being tested, so that people in the studies do not know if they are getting the placebo or the 'real' treatment. Researchers often talk
about the 'placebo effect'. This is where patients feel better after having a placebo treatment because they expect to feel better.
Tests may indicate that they actually are better. In the same way, people can also get side effects after having a placebo treatment.
Drug treatments can also have a 'placebo effect'.This is why, to get a true picture of how well a drug works, it is important to compare
it against a placebo treatment.

hypnosis
Hypnosis is a relaxed state of mind people can be put into through a technique called hypnotism. Hypnosis may make you more
suggestible, which means you are more easily persuaded to do something the hypnotist suggests. Hypnosis can be used by trained
therapists to try and help improve people's health: for example, by helping them stop smoking.

cognitive therapy
This therapy involves meeting a therapist for a limited number of weekly sessions. The aim is to change the negative thoughts and
feelings experienced by people with disorders such as depression, panic disorders and eating disorders. Patients are sometimes
asked to keep a diary so they become more aware of their thoughts.Then, with a highly skilled therapist, they can change the beliefs
that lead to the negative thoughts and feelings.

© BMJ Publishing Group Limited 2015. All rights reserved.
page 14 of 17

Herpes, genital



vaccination
A vaccination is an injection a doctor can give you to protect you from getting an infectious illness (an illness that spreads between
people).

caesarean section
A caesarean section is an operation to take a baby out of a mother's womb. The surgeon makes a cut through her abdomen to take
the baby out.You have this if there's a risk that a normal delivery through your vagina would cause harm to you or your baby.

diarrhoea
Diarrhoea is when you have loose, watery stools and you need to go to the toilet far more often than usual. Doctors say you have
diarrhoea if you need to go to the toilet more than three times a day.
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