
An STD—short for sexually transmitted disease—is an infection that spreads primarily 
through sexual contact, such as vaginal, anal, or oral sex. These infections can be 
caused by bacteria (like chlamydia or gonorrhea), viruses (like HIV or herpes), or 
parasites (like trichomoniasis). 

Some STDs cause noticeable symptoms—such as sores, discharge, itching, or pain—but 
others can be silent for a long time, meaning a person might not know they have one. 
Untreated STDs can lead to serious health problems, including infertility, certain cancers, 
organ damage, and complications in pregnancy. 

STDs are often preventable through safer sex practices, such as using condoms, having 
fewer sexual partners, and getting tested regularly. Many STDs can be cured with 
medication (like antibiotics for bacterial infections), while others can be managed with 
treatment to control symptoms and reduce the risk of spreading them. 

A sexually transmitted disease (STD) is an illness you can get from sexual activity, but to 
really understand it, you have to think about what’s happening inside the body. When you 
have any form of sexual contact—vaginal, anal, or oral—you can be exposed to tiny 
organisms like bacteria, viruses, or parasites that live in another person’s body. If those 
organisms enter your system, they can set up shop and start causing problems. That’s 
when an infection begins, and if that infection starts creating symptoms or damage, it’s 
considered a disease. 

Doctors now often say “STI” (sexually transmitted infection) because not every infection 
shows symptoms right away. You could be carrying the organism for weeks, months, or 
even years without realizing it, and during that time, you could pass it on to someone 
else. “STD” is still widely used, but “STI” reminds us that the problem can exist even 
when you feel completely fine. 

STDs can be caused by different types of germs: 

●​ Bacteria like Chlamydia trachomatis (chlamydia), Neisseria gonorrhoeae 
(gonorrhea), or Treponema pallidum(syphilis). These can usually be cured with 
antibiotics. 

●​ Viruses like HIV, herpes simplex virus (HSV), human papillomavirus (HPV), and 
hepatitis B. These usually can’t be cured, but treatment can control them. 

●​ Parasites like Trichomonas vaginalis, which can cause itching, burning, or 
unusual discharge and can be cured with medication. 

The tricky part is that some STDs cause clear warning signs—pain during urination, 
sores, discharge, rashes—while others hide quietly, doing damage in the background. 
For example, untreated chlamydia can scar reproductive organs, making it harder or 
impossible to have children. Untreated syphilis can eventually damage the brain, heart, 
and nerves. Some HPV infections can lead to cancer. 



Preventing STDs is not just about avoiding infection—it’s about protecting your 
long-term health. Condoms act like a physical barrier, blocking germs. Limiting the 
number of sexual partners lowers the chances of exposure. Regular check-ups and 
testing catch problems early before they cause permanent harm. And being open and 
honest with partners about sexual history builds trust and keeps everyone safer. 

The bottom line is: STDs aren’t just about “catching something” in the moment. They’re 
about understanding that your body can carry an infection for years, sometimes without 
signs, and that prevention, testing, and treatment are all part of being responsible for 
your health and the health of those you’re intimate with. 

1. Chlamydia​
Chlamydia is one of the most common bacterial STDs in the world, especially among 
young adults. It’s caused by Chlamydia trachomatis. The tricky part? Most people don’t 
have symptoms, so they don’t even know they’re infected. When symptoms do show, 
they can include burning during urination, unusual discharge, pelvic pain, or pain during 
sex. If it goes untreated—especially in women—it can cause pelvic inflammatory disease 
(PID), which can scar the fallopian tubes and lead to infertility. In men, it can lead to 
painful swelling in the testicles. The good news is it’s curable with antibiotics like 
azithromycin or doxycycline. Regular screening is key because you can have it for 
months or years without knowing. 

2. Gonorrhea​
Gonorrhea—nicknamed “the clap”—is caused by the bacterium Neisseria gonorrhoeae. 
Like chlamydia, it spreads through sexual contact and often hides without symptoms. 
When symptoms appear, they might include thick yellow or green discharge, painful 
urination, and pelvic pain. Untreated, it can cause PID in women and infertility in both 
men and women. It can also spread to the blood and joints, which is life-threatening. 
Gonorrhea is treated with antibiotics, but resistance is becoming a serious 
issue—meaning the bacteria are learning to survive the drugs we use—so early treatment 
is crucial. 

3. Syphilis​
Syphilis is caused by the bacterium Treponema pallidum and is known as the “great 
imitator” because its symptoms can look like many other diseases. It comes in stages: 

●​ Primary stage: A painless sore (chancre) appears where the bacteria 
entered—often on the genitals, anus, or mouth. 

●​ Secondary stage: A rash, fever, swollen lymph nodes, and mouth sores can 
appear. 

●​ Latent stage: The bacteria hide quietly in the body for years without symptoms. 
●​ Tertiary stage: Decades later, it can damage the brain, heart, and nervous system, 

and even cause death. 

Syphilis is treatable with penicillin if caught early, but if left alone, it can be devastating. 



4. Herpes (HSV-1 and HSV-2)​
Herpes simplex virus comes in two main types: HSV-1 (often oral, causing cold sores) 
and HSV-2 (often genital). But either type can infect the mouth or genitals. Once you have 
herpes, it stays in your body for life, hiding in nerve cells and reactivating during 
outbreaks. Symptoms include painful blisters, itching, burning, and sometimes flu-like 
feelings before an outbreak. Many people have herpes without knowing it and can still 
spread it. There’s no cure, but antiviral medications like acyclovir can reduce symptoms 
and lower the chance of spreading it. 

5. Human Papillomavirus (HPV)​
HPV is a family of viruses, and it’s actually the most common STD worldwide. Some 
types cause genital warts—small, flesh-colored bumps. Other types can cause cancers of 
the cervix, throat, penis, anus, and vulva. Most HPV infections go away on their own in a 
couple of years, but some linger and cause serious disease. There’s no cure, but there is 
prevention: the HPV vaccine (like Gardasil) can protect against the most dangerous 
types. 

6. HIV (Human Immunodeficiency Virus)​
HIV attacks the immune system, specifically the CD4 cells that help fight infections. 
Without treatment, HIV progresses to AIDS (Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome), 
where the immune system is so weak that even minor infections can be deadly. HIV 
spreads through blood, semen, vaginal fluids, rectal fluids, and breast milk—not through 
casual contact like hugging or sharing utensils. Symptoms early on may feel like the flu, 
then fade while the virus continues attacking the immune system silently. There’s no cure 
yet, but with daily medication called ART (antiretroviral therapy), people with HIV can live 
long, healthy lives and reduce their risk of passing it on to almost zero. 

7. Trichomoniasis​
Trichomoniasis, or “trich,” is caused by a tiny parasite called Trichomonas vaginalis. It’s 
one of the most common curable STDs. Symptoms can include itching, burning, pain 
during sex or urination, and unusual frothy discharge with a strong smell. But many 
people—especially men—never notice symptoms. It’s easily treated with antibiotics like 
metronidazole. 

8. Hepatitis B​
Hepatitis B is a virus that infects the liver. It spreads through sexual contact, sharing 
needles, or from mother to child during birth. Some people recover fully, but others 
develop a chronic infection that can lead to liver damage, cirrhosis, or liver cancer. 
There’s no cure for chronic hepatitis B, but medications can control it, and a safe, 
effective vaccine can prevent it altogether. 

 

 


