
HELP FIGHT THE STIGMA
of Herpes

Did you know that the virus that causes “cold sores” or 
“fever blisters” on or around the mouth can also infect 
other areas of the body? The infection is caused by the 
herpes simplex virus. And it’s very common.

Most people with herpes infection don’t even know it. 
They may not have symptoms or not notice them.

For people who do have symptoms, a herpes infection may 
show up as one or more blisters. These can be on or near 
the mouth, eyes, genitals, or rectum. After the blisters 
break, they turn into sores or ulcers. These sores are 
painful and take about a week to heal.

Once someone is infected with herpes simplex, the virus 
goes into hiding and stays in the body for the rest of their 
lives. The virus can re-emerge at any time and cause an 
outbreak. Some people have outbreaks several times per 
year. Tingling or burning in the area can signal that an 
outbreak is looming.

There are two types of herpes simplex viruses: HSV-1 and 
HSV-2. HSV-1 is often transmitted during childhood. You 
can get it from close contact with someone who has the 
infection. For example, a family member with a cold sore 
may kiss a child. HSV-1 is the main cause of herpes of the 
mouth or eyes. Although it’s possible for HSV-2 to infect 
the mouth or eyes, it’s usually found in the genital area.

DIAGNOSIS & TREATMENT

There’s no cure for herpes. But anti-herpes medicine 
can speed healing of the sores. If taken every day, this 
medicine can also lower the risk of future outbreaks.

A doctor may suspect a diagnosis of herpes from looking 
at a sore. But lab tests on a sample taken from the sore is 
needed to confirm the diagnosis. A blood test for HSV-1 
and HSV-2 is also available to confirm if someone has 
been infected.
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Researchers are working to develop herpes vaccines. The 
fact that most people don’t know that they’re infected makes 
vaccines especially important.

When someone is diagnosed with herpes, they may feel 
anger, sadness, or shame. They also may fear rejection by 
romantic partners. Keep in mind that herpes outbreaks can 
be managed. People can lower the risk of infecting someone 
else by avoiding direct contact during an outbreak. For those 
with genital herpes, using anti-herpes medicine every day 
and condoms during sexual activity also reduces the risk of 
infection for a romantic partner.

Talk with your doctor if you have questions about preventing 
or managing herpes. And help fight the stigma of herpes by 
sharing the facts.

SHARE THE FACTS

Don’t tell jokes with herpes as the punchline. And 
share the facts: 

 » Herpes infection is common.

 » It may not cause any symptoms.

 » Herpes can be spread by someone who doesn’t 
know they have it.

 » You can get herpes in many ways, such as 
a kiss, sharing drinks or utensils, or sexual 
activity.

 » Having herpes doesn’t mean you’re a bad 
person, immoral, or promiscuous.
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