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Sexual Health History: 
Techniques and Tips
• Use a proactive, integrated, patient-centered 

approach to sexual health that includes but is not 
limited to, disease identification and treatment. 

• Deliver positive, affirming, nonjudgmental sexual 
health care by intentionally creating safe spaces 
for all patients. 

• Identify individual implicit bias around sexuality 
and sexual topics, adverse childhood experiences, 
and trauma-informed care. 

• Models such as the 5 or 6 Ps can help physicians 
organize their approach to sexual health histories. 

Savoy M, O’Gurek D Brown-James A. Sexual Health History: Techniques and Tips. Am Fam 
Physician. 2020;101(5):286-293. Accessed June 16, 
2024. https://www.aafp.org/pubs/afp/issues/2020/0301/p286.html#afp20200301p286-b8 

A GUIDE TO 

Taking a Sexual History

The Ps:
1) Permission and Pronouns
2) Partners 
3) Practices 
4) Past History of STIs 
5) Protection
6) Pregnancy



Taking a Sexual Health 
History
• Begin the conversation by 

intentionally asking patients for 
permission to talk about sexual 
health. 
• Use a proactive sexual history to 

discuss and address sexual health 
during office visits allows patients 
an opportunity to share their 
concerns or ask questions without 
the embarrassment of needing to 
raise the topic first.2,8

Nusbaum MR, Hamilton CD. The proactive sexual health history. Am Fam 
Physician. 2002;66(9):1705-1712. Accessed June 16, 
2024. https://www.aafp.org/afp/2002/1101/p1705.html

 

 

Sexual Health and Your Patients: 
A Provider’s Guide

https://www.aafp.org/pubs/afp/issues/2020/0301/p286.html
https://www.aafp.org/pubs/afp/issues/2020/0301/p286.html
https://www.aafp.org/afp/2002/1101/p1705.html


Key Points to Ensure a Productive Sexual 
Health Conversation

Avoid moral or religious 
judgment of the patient's 

behavior

Avoid terms that make 
assumptions about sexual 

behavior or orientation (e.g., 
“How many partners have 
you had in the past year?” 

vs. “Are you monogamous?”

Establish rapport and 
consent before addressing 

sensitive topics

Use a sensitive tone that 
normalizes the topics you 

are discussing 

Respect the patient’s right to 
decline to answering 
questions or sharing 

information

Use neutral and inclusive 
terms that avoid 

assumptions about 
orientation (e.g., partner) 

Nusbaum MR, Hamilton CD. The proactive sexual health history. Am Fam Physician. 2002;66(9):1705-1712. Accessed June 16, 
2024. https://www.aafp.org/afp/2002/1101/p1705.html
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Permission 
and Pronouns

• Ask what your patient’s preferred pronouns are 
and what their gender identity is.

• “One part of your health history I want to 
discuss further is your sexual health. It’s an 
important part of your overall health as we 
want to make sure we are safe and protecting 
against any infections. Can I ask you questions 
about your sexual health?”

• “The questions I ask are questions I ask to all 
of my patients. Our discussion will be 
confidential and kept between us. Do you have 
any questions or concerns before we start?”



Partners

• Do not assume a person’s sexual orientation based on their 
practices or vice versa – see our information on ensuring 
cultural safety in relationships
• “Tell me about your partners?” 
• Are you in a relationship with them? 
• Do you feel safe in this relationship?”
• How many partners have you had in the past month? The 

past six months? Your lifetime? 



Practices

• Are you currently sexually active?”
• If no: “Have you ever been sexually active?”

• “What kind of sex do you have/have you had in 
the past year?”
• E.g. Vaginal, anal, oral, manual stimulation of 

penis/vagina/anus 
• “Do you exchange sex for food, shelter, 

substances, or money?”
• “Have you ever been hurt or felt unsafe when 

having sex?”
• “Have you ever had sex while under the 

influence?”



Past 
history/protection 

from sexually 
transmitted diseases 

and sexually 
transmitted 

infections

• Have you ever had any sex-related diseases? 
• What do you know about protecting yourself 

STIs and HIV?
• “Is there anything you and your partner(s) 

use for protection?”
• E.g. condoms, dental dams, split   

condoms/gloves
• “How often is it used and for what kind of 

intercourse?”

• Have you ever been tested for STIs and HIV? 
Would you like to be?
• Have you been vaccinated for HPV, Hepatitis A, 

and/or Hepatitis B?”





Pregnancy plans 

Are you trying 
to become a 

parent? 

Would you like 
to get 

pregnant? 

What method 
do you use for 

contraception?



Resources

• Sexual Health and Your Patients: A Provider’s Guide 
• https://nationalcoalitionforsexualhealth.org/tools/for-healthcare-

providers/asset/Provider-Guide_May-2022.pdf 

• A New Approach to Sexual History Taking: A Video Series 
• https://nationalcoalitionforsexualhealth.org/tools/for-healthcare-

providers/video-series 

• A Guide to Taking a Sexual History
• https://www.cdc.gov/std/treatment/sexualhistory.pdf 

https://nationalcoalitionforsexualhealth.org/tools/for-healthcare-providers/asset/Provider-Guide_May-2022.pdf
https://nationalcoalitionforsexualhealth.org/tools/for-healthcare-providers/asset/Provider-Guide_May-2022.pdf
https://nationalcoalitionforsexualhealth.org/tools/for-healthcare-providers/video-series
https://nationalcoalitionforsexualhealth.org/tools/for-healthcare-providers/video-series
https://www.cdc.gov/std/treatment/sexualhistory.pdf


Standing Orders

STI Treatment and Testing 
Protocol example
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STD Case Record Form














