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H
ands intertwined, hearts racing, 
lips locked — you’re keen to get 
on with it as much as your new 
partner. Suddenly your nagging 

brain kicks in. Red flag. We haven’t talked 
about sexually transmitted infections (STIs)! 
Are they STI-free? 

Asking someone if they’ve been tested 
after their last sexual encounter is crucial. 
Here’s how to politely ask your next lover, 
while avoiding confrontation.

Why is it a good idea to get tested 
before having sex?
“Getting tested is a normal part of checking 
up on your health and making sure you’re 
giving yourself the best care,” says Dr 
Sarah Ashton, a psychologist, researcher 
and founder of SHIPS, a Victorian-based 
psychology practice specialising in sexual 
health and intimacy. As a good rule of 
thumb, Dr Ashton says you should get a test 
before you have sex with someone new.

“There are a lot of STIs that are 
transmitted and asymptomatic,” she says. 
“If you’re sexually active it’s possible you 
can contract one and don’t even know it. 
When you’re having sex with someone new, 
you’re putting them at risk. Even if you’re 
using barrier methods, you can transmit 
some STIs via skin-to-skin contact.”

Sixteen per cent of Australians have 
reported having an STI in their lifetime, 
according to the Australian Department 
of Health. To ensure both parties are STI-
free, why wouldn’t you get a test? The 
potential to stop an STI in its tracks — 
whether it’s curable or incurable — is a 
huge win for your health.

Are you

STI-free?

Considering asking someone to get 
an STI test before being intimate? 

You should never compromise your 
health to avoid offending someone. 

Here’s how to ask without the 
awkwardness.
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What makes people hesitant 
to ask?
“There’s a big of stigma around STI 
diagnosis and sex. It’s not something 
people are naturally comfortable 
talking about,” Dr Ashton says. Here 
are some common reasons why 
people are conflicted about asking the 
question. 
1.   They’re just about to have sex and 

it’s not the greatest conversation to 
have beforehand — it can break the 
emotional tone and totally ruin the 
moment. 

2.   If you’re asking someone you’ve 
known for a short amount of time, 
it can be hard to gauge how they’re 
going to react.

3.   School sex education and web 
search results often focus on 
worst-case scenarios when it 
comes to STIs. Fear can be a driver 
or deterrent in asking someone to 
get tested.

What to say? 
Aimee Morin is a nurse, so part of the 
drill is getting tested for an array of 
diseases annually. These tests cover  
a few STIs, but that doesn’t stop Aimee 
from doing her own checks.

“As a nurse I’m not usually 
awkward about many things,” Aimee 
says. “I ask every person I’m about to 
have sex with whether they’ve been 
tested. I try to keep a good vibe when 
doing so. Asking face-to-face is going 
to be more nerve-wracking than via 

message. That’s my experience, at 
least. But if you don’t feel comfortable 
asking them, then you probably 
shouldn’t feel comfortable having 
sex.”

Via text message, Aimee asks: 
“Just checking you’re STI-free?” She 
also makes sure she can trace back 
the conversation in case anything 
was found to be untrue. “There is no 
guarantee that the person is being 
truthful. The only way of being certain 
is by providing you with pathology 
results with their identifiers on it,” 
she shares.

If you want to ask in person, 
preplanning what you’re going to 
say can help. “It’s always good to be 
honest about how you’re feeling. I’d 
say, ‘This is something I’d really like 
to do for our safety. I think it’ll mean 
we can relax and have fun. Would it be 
something we can do together?’ Don’t 
make it about the other person — it’s 
about both of you,” she says.

A little initiative can also go a long 
way. “You could also go to get tested 
first and say ‘Hey, I went and got 
tested. I know we’re thinking about 
having sex. When was the last time you 
got tested?’”

If it doesn’t go down well
Dr Ashton says that it’s a “pretty good 
test” if your potential sex partner 
doesn’t take your STI test request 
positively. “You’ll be able to see what 
this potential sexual partner is like 

as a person. If they can see you’re 
nervous and they get upset or angry 
about it, it may tell you something 
important about them. Somebody 
who is a good sexual partner would 
be caring and considerate about your 
safety. That’s not just in terms of STI 
checks but all things you do sexually,” 
she advises.

Where can someone  
get tested?
At a GP or a sexual health clinic. 
Some places may have conditions, 
like not testing you unless you have 
symptoms, so it’s best to call ahead 
to check. Standard tests usually 
screen for chlamydia, gonorrhoea, 
syphilis, hepatitis B and HIV. If you’d 
like to be tested for a broader range 
of STIs, ask your doctor.

If one or both people are 
diagnosed with an incurable STI, 
what’s the next step?

“It’s important to have some 
assistance going through not 
just the information but the 
psychological process that follows. 
When diagnosed, you can ask to 
be referred to a sexual health 
psychologist practice,” Dr Ashton 
says.

“You’re confronted with an event 
that you have to try to understand. 
You may be in shock straight away 
so it can be difficult to ask the 
right questions.” Dr Ashton advises 
taking a support person with you to 

appointments to help you absorb  
the information.

Find out what the diagnosis may 
mean for future sexual encounters, 
what safety precautions you need 
to take to engage in sexual contact, 
and different medications to help 
minimise symptoms. Then it’s about 
sharing information with present or 
future sexual partners. “It’s up to 
each party to determine what they’re 
comfortable with and how to move 
forward,” Dr Ashton explains. 

“One of the most common 
experiences with someone who comes 
in for treatment is that they think 
they’re strange. They experience great 
shame but when they find out there are 
many people around the world going 
through the same thing, it’s a relief 
for them. There are many excellent 
treatments for STIs. People live with 
herpes and HIV, have treatments and 
lead pretty normal lives.

“The impulse is to jump to the 
worst-case scenarios of ‘I’m never 
going to have sex again’, ‘I’m never 
going to fall in love’, ‘I can never tell 
anyone’. It’s so important to receive 
support and get the right information 
to work through this trauma and find 
your feet. Even if you do get diagnosed, 
it’s not the end of the world,” she 
shares.

Caterina Hrysomallis is a journalist 
terribly obsessed with all things food, 
travel, health, lifestyle and design.

“… if you don’t feel 
comfortable asking 

them then you probably 
shouldn’t feel comfortable 

having sex.”
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