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How quickly do different STIs spread?
In Victorian times, sex was only acceptable within the confines of a
marriage. Today, thankfully, things are different and people may be
involved with several partners. But unfortunately, sexual freedom comes
with a price tag in the form of exposure to sexually transmitted infections
(STIs). There are many myths surrounding STIs and it's important to know
the facts - particularly when it comes to symptoms and how quickly they
show up after exposure.

How soon do STI symptoms show up?
If you've had sex with a new partner, you may become aware of every little
ache down below or spot on your skin, and worry that it could be a
symptom of an STI.

Many STIs won't give you any symptoms at all, but if they do it's good to
know how soon after sex they develop. The period of time between getting
infected and developing symptoms is known as the incubation period. Here
you will find information about the incubation period of the most common
types of STIs.

Chlamydia
You may not notice any symptoms from chlamydia in the short term. Some
people get a discharge from the vagina or penis one to three weeks after
exposure. But sometimes symptoms develop months or years after the
original infection.

Gonorrhoea
Gonorrhoea is another infection which often doesn't cause short-term
symptoms. However, you can still pass it on. Vaginal discharge or discharge
from the penis can develop any time from a few days to a month after
exposure.
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Genital herpes
Genital herpes is another infection that can lie dormant without causing
any symptoms. When symptoms do occur they can vary from mild
soreness to lots of painful ulcers around the vulva or penis. This happens a
couple of weeks after the original infection. The symptoms settle down but
often come back from time to time.

HIV and AIDS
You may not know you have acquired HIV for many months or years or even
at all. Some people get a flu-like illness with a fever a couple of weeks after
exposure but assume it's just a common infection. Symptoms may include
sore throat, blotchy red rash and swollen glands. Years later you may start
to notice flu-like symptoms again, with sweating, loss of weight, tiredness
and diarrhoea. AIDS may eventually develop. This can be associated with
many different conditions, including unusual infections, skin cancer and
brain disorders such as dementia.

Scabies
Scabies causes intense itching on the skin. If you've never had it before, it
takes about one or two months for symptoms to appear. If you've had a
previous infection, the itching can start after a couple of days.

Genital warts
Not everyone who acquires the virus gets genital warts, but if they are going
to develop they usually do so within three months of exposure.

Hepatitis B
Symptoms of an acute hepatitis B infection show up about 4-6 weeks after
exposure. They include loss of appetite, sickness, feeling unwell, fever and
jaundice. In many people, the hepatitis virus is completely killed off by their
immune system, but sometimes it stays in the body for life. Even then, many
people remain completely well. But a few go on to develop symptoms of
liver disease.

Hepatitis C

Page 2 of 4

https://patient.info/sexual-health/sexually-transmitted-infections-leaflet
https://patient.info/sexual-health/sexually-transmitted-infections-leaflet
https://patient.info/skin-conditions/skin-rashes
https://patient.info/skin-conditions/skin-rashes/scabies
https://patient.info/sexual-health/sexually-transmitted-infections-leaflet
https://patient.info/digestive-health/hepatitis/hepatitis-b
https://patient.info/digestive-health/abnormal-liver-function-tests-leaflet/jaundice
https://patient.info/digestive-health/abnormal-liver-function-tests-leaflet/liver-failure


Hepatitis C is mainly picked up without having sex (for example, when
sharing needles when injecting street drugs). Hepatitis C behaves very
similarly to hepatitis B once in the body. Some people eventually become
virus-free but in others the virus hangs around. A proportion of people
develop symptoms of long-term liver disease. The average time from
exposure to symptoms is about 2-6 weeks, but longer periods have been
reported.

Pubic lice
Public lice are tiny insects which lay their eggs along hair shafts. The
infestation is passed by intimate skin-to-skin contact, usually during sex.
The first thing you notice is probably intense itching in the pubic area,
followed by the appearance of red spots. It takes a minimum of five days
for the itching to develop but sometimes it can be several weeks before
symptoms appear.

Does one STI increase the risk of getting others?
Strictly speaking, the only STI which increases the risk of getting others is
HIV. This is because HIV can affect the body's ability to fight infection
through the development of AIDS. AIDS affects the immune system and
reduces the body's defence against a variety of infections, including those
which are sexually transmitted.

Also, risky sexual behaviour such as frequently changing partners or having
sex without a condom, can expose you to several different STIs. So people
who require testing are usually screened for several different STIs, in case
they have picked up more than one.

Getting tested
Don't wait for symptoms to start. You can harbour an STI such as
gonorrhoea, herpes, chlamydia or HIV without having symptoms. Although
protection (such as using condoms or other barrier methods) can lower the
risk of acquiring an STI, it can't completely prevent it. So if you may have
exposed yourself to an STI, get tested at your local sexual health clinic.
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Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.

Authored by: Peer Reviewed by:
Dr Sarah Jarvis MBE, FRCGP

Originally Published:
20/11/2023

Next review date:
07/11/2017

Document ID:
doc_29688

View this article online at: patient.info/news-and-features/how-quickly-do-
different-stis-spread

Discuss How quickly do different STIs spread? and find more trusted resources at
Patient.

Page 4 of 4

https://patient.info/terms-and-conditions
https://patient.info//news-and-features/how-quickly-do-different-stis-spread
https://patient.info//news-and-features/how-quickly-do-different-stis-spread
https://patient.info//news-and-features/how-quickly-do-different-stis-spread

