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How do you get genital herpes? 

Genital herpes is a common infection caused by one of two 

members of a family of viruses which also include the 

viruses which cause chickenpox, shingles and glandular 

fever.   Usually, genital herpes is caused by infection with 

herpes simplex virus type 2 (HSV-II) and studies suggest 

that one in five people are infected with this virus.  It is 

extremely common in the UK and Western Europe. Genital 

herpes can also be caused by HSV-1 the virus which 

causes cold sores. 

 

Genital herpes, for most people, is an occasionally recurrent, sometimes painful or 

uncomfortable skin condition. Any sexually active individual may catch genital herpes, 

regardless of their number of sexual partners, social class, appearance or sexual 

history. 

 

 

 

Genital herpes is usually transmitted through direct contact with someone with the 

herpes virus, usually through contact with a herpes blister or sore during sexual 

contact. It may also be transmitted before these symptoms are present or visible.  

 

If you have only just been diagnosed, it is possible that you caught the virus without 

knowing that you had it, since up to 80 per cent of people who have been infected 

with HSV-II show no real signs of the infection. The symptoms of the infection vary 

greatly between individuals - it might be totally unnoticeable in you, but cause severe 

blisters in your partner.  You may have contracted the virus from a previous sexual 

partner, perhaps even several years ago as herpes can remain inactive in the body 

for long periods without causing symptoms.   Since the genital herpes virus can be 

transmitted through oral sex as well as vaginal sex, it is also possible to catch the 

virus from a cold sore. 

 

 

If you are having your first episodes of genital herpes, you are likely to feel generally 

unwell and have fever, headache, and general bone and muscle aches, as well as 

irritation in the genitals. This may last for several days, during or after which, 

reddened areas may appear on the genitals. These may develop into painful blisters. 

The blisters then burst, generally to leave sores which gradually heal, usually without 

scarring.  

Understanding Herpes 

What are the physical signs or symptoms? 

What is Genital Herpes? 
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The severity of this first episode varies between individuals, but, for some people, it 

may be severe and last for up to three weeks if not treated.  These symptoms should 

quickly resolve with treatment. The doctor has probably given you a course of 

antiviral treatment. This is an effective medicine which, although it does not cure 

genital herpes, can speed recovery and reduce the severity of the episode. There are 

also other steps which you can take to relieve the pain including analgesia such as 

panadol and bathing the affected area in warm, salty water.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

For many people who have genital herpes, the physical consequences of the 

infection are outweighed by the emotional feelings it evokes. There are many 

misconceptions about genital herpes and other STI’s that are both inaccurate and 

unhelpful. It is important to remember that it is not your fault that you have herpes.   

 

Herpes is an incredibly common virus in the UK but many people are unaware that 

they have it.  Everyone has an array of illnesses and physical ailments and we all 

carry an array of bacteria and viruses around.  The herpes virus can feel like it brings 

with it some unfortunate and unfair stigma but having herpes does not change who 

you are or your right to an active and pleasurable sex life.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

During an outbreak it is important to be gentle and kind to yourself.  An outbreak can 

be physically uncomfortable but also difficult time as it can remind you of the 

diagnosis and may evoke some of the thoughts and feelings that were present when 

you were diagnosed.  Taking care of yourself, using analgesia such as paracetemol 

to manage pain or discomfort, bathing herpes blisters in warm, salty water (which is 

analgesic as well as facilitating the blisters to heal) and getting some T.L.C. are all 

key components of managing an outbreak. 

What are the other effects of having herpes? 

Managing symptoms 
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Some people report finding it helpful to take multivitamins or vitamins C, E, B 

complex or zinc supplement.   Having an outbreak may also be a gentle reminders to 

try and take care of yourself generally by eating well, being physically active or 

exercising and getting good, restful sleep. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Each individual is different - some people never have a recurrence; others may have 

recurrences several times a year.  The symptoms of genital herpes may reappear 

from time to time. This is because once the virus is acquired it stays in the body.  

Every so often it may reactivate and cause another outbreak.  Over time you will 

experience fewer outbreaks which are shorter and less severe than the first episode. 

 

 
 

Outbreaks can be triggered by a range of factors that vary between individuals and 

over time .  Certain events or situations can trigger recurrences such as stress, 

fatigue, ill health, loss of sleep, friction due to sexual intercourse and the menstrual 

cycle in some women. 

 

Other triggers can include hot environments (e.g. saunas and steam rooms), 

recreational drugs use such as cocaine or ecstasy (due to changes in body 

temperature), friction from tight undergarments or tight jeans (synthetic materials and 

g-strings and very tight trousers are best avoided) and exercise (particularly running 

or cycling where friction may occur). 

 

If you have frequent or severe episodes of genital herpes, or if the recurrence or 

outbreaks are causing a lot of anxiety or distress, then you may benefit from 

suppressive medication, which prevents or reduces herpes recurrences.   

Do symptoms return? 

What triggers an outbreak? 
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