
According to the U.S. Depart-
ment of Health and Human Ser-
vices, rates of sexually transmit-
ted infections (STIs) reached an 
all-time high in 2018 among both 
females and males and all racial 
and ethnic groups (data about 
people who are nonbinary were 
not available). With the release 
of the fi rst-ever STI National 
Strategic Plan in late 2020, the 
United States began a path to-
ward preventing the spread of 
STIs and effectively treating 
them. 

STIs are a signifi cant public 
health concern. Left untreated, 
STIs can spread to greater num-
bers of people and can lead to 
pelvic infl ammatory disease, in-
fertility, poor birth outcomes and 
an increased risk of getting HIV 
and certain cancers. People with 
STIs can experience stigma and 
discrimination, which can dimin-
ish their quality of life.

The number of diagnosed STIs 
has been rapidly rising in recent 
years. The Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC) 
reports that the number of com-
bined cases of gonorrhea, syphi-
lis and chlamydia was more than 

2.4 million in 2018 and that half 
of these STIs are among youths. 
Adolescents and young adults, 
men who have sex with men and 
pregnant women are dispropor-
tionately affected by STIs. Black, 
American Indian/Alaska Native 
and Hispanic/Latinx communi-
ties also carry a greater burden 
of STIs.

Ashley Hill, DrPH, MPH, as-
sistant professor of epidemiology 
at the University of Pittsburgh’s 
Graduate School of Public 
Health, studies the determi-
nants of STIs in people ages 15-
24 and how to best support this 
population. 

“I focus on this population be-
cause they carry a signifi cant 
burden of STIs in the United 
States and also in Allegheny 
County,” says Dr. Hill. “Nation-
ally and locally, that age group 
composes about 50% of all STIs 
each year. All STIs are prevent-
able and most are treatable and 
can be caught early.”

Dr. Hill has examined the caus-
es of young people’s greater risk 
for STIs and found that there 

are different factors that infl u-
ence their sexual and reproduc-
tive health and their ability to 
make safe decisions and adopt 
healthy practices. Some of those 
factors include the inability to 
access health care or insurance, 
condoms or confi dential screen-
ing for STIs. Structural racism 
in past and current health care 
settings and its effects on health 
care use and access are also fac-
tors. Unequal power dynamics 
or intimate partner violence can 
take away people’s autonomy 
when making decisions about 
their bodies, sexual health or re-
productive choices. Also, in the 
United States as a whole, Dr. 
Hill points out that some people 
experience shame and have dif-
fi culty discussing healthy sex-
uality and relationships, which 
can lead to young people having 
fewer opportunities to make in-
formed decisions.

“We need to push information 
more with young people,” says 
Dr. Hill. “We need to use informa-
tion that is correct, culturally ap-
propriate and that makes sense 
for the age group. We also need 
to introduce topics like healthy 
sexuality and relationships at an 
earlier age in the greater context 
of overall health and well-being.” 

A vital part of providing more 
information to young people 
about STIs, sexual health and 
reproduction is asking them how 
they would like to be supported.

“We need to move toward in-

tegrating young people’s wants, 
needs and desires into the pro-
grams we’re pushing for,” she 
says. “We want to know what 
works for them, what their con-
cerns are, what adults in their 
lives can do to support them 
and how to help them be heard. 
We want to help provide action-
able change that improves their 
lives.”

Currently, Dr. Hill and col-
leagues are also looking at the 
effects of sexual violence on 
STIs through research on Black 
women’s experiences of sexual 
misconduct at the University of 
Pittsburgh. They’re seeking to 
understand barriers to report-
ing such incidences and how 
Pitt can best support people 
who have had these experienc-
es. The study—Black Women in 
Academia (BWA): Supporting 
Healing and Empowering—has 
implications for STIs because, if 
someone has experienced sexual 
misconduct or violence, that per-
son could be at risk for an STI.

Though more research is nec-
essary, Dr. Hill says that STI 

spread has continued through 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Be-
cause many people were not 
able to keep regular wellness ap-
pointments and have fallen away 
from getting routine exams, the 
concern is that there are even 
more undiagnosed and untreat-
ed STIs. During the pandemic, 
most young people have been out 
of school for months and lost var-
ious touchpoints, whether those 
are school or other social support 
services. Dr. Hill says health care 
providers’ offi ces have instituted 
COVID-19 prevention practic-
es, and she encourages people 
to keep health and wellness ap-
pointments.

Dr. Hill says that a broader goal 
is to put in place mechanisms to 
support reproductive-age people 
to have healthy relationships 
and to engage in sex in a way 
that makes sense for them but 
also is not contributing to infec-
tion, disease or adverse effects on 
well-being overall.

The Allegheny County Health 
Department provides confi den-
tial screening services and treat-
ment for STIs at its clinic. For 
more information, please visit 
https://www.alleghenycounty.us/
Health-Department/Health-Ser-
vices/STD-and-HIV-AIDS-Pro-
gram/index.aspx.

For more information about the 
BWA study, email bwa@pitt.edu.

Chart courtesy of Allegheny 
County Health Department’s 
Public Health clinic.

This month’s Take Charge 
of Your Health topic is about 
the awareness of STIs (also 
known as sexually transmit-
ted infections). This topic is 
often taboo, but sexual health, 
much like mental health, must 
be understood if we are to be 
advocates for our own health. 
You might be wondering why 
we’re calling them “sexually 
transmitted infections” in-
stead of “sexually transmit-
ted diseases.” Experts explain 
that identifying these health 
issues as infections is more 
accurate because it’s the in-
fection that starts first; when 
an infection is left untreated, 
it may progress to a disease. 
Knowledge is power, and when 
it comes to your health, being 
informed can only lead to bet-
ter outcomes.

No one can ignore history 
when discussing STIs. As we 
have mentioned many times 

in our articles, the U.S. Pub-
lic Health Service Syphilis 
Study at Tuskegee was an 
abuse of the African American 
men in the study. The study 
was designed to observe what 
untreated syphilis does to 
the body. Although the men 
were told they were receiv-
ing treatment, they were not, 
even though penicillin was 
available and widely used at 
the time. The men were never 
informed of the true intent of 
the study and never consented 
to be left untreated for the in-
fection. The men suffered, and 
some unknowingly passed the 
STI to other people.

When discussing infections 
and diseases, we must not for-
get history. But it’s important 

to realize how far we have 
come in treating and prevent-
ing STIs/STDs. 

Now, rigorous safeguards 
have been put in place to pre-
vent unethical practices in 
research studies, allowing ev-
eryone to receive appropriate 
treatment. These protections 
have helped improve the Black 
community’s trust of biomedi-
cal research. This trust has 
encouraged more people of col-
or to participate in research 
studies. 

Education plays a huge role 
in lowering STI rates, espe-
cially with our youths. Young 
men and women without ed-
ucational resources often 
struggle with the issues re-
garding sexually transmitted 

infections.  Honest discussions 
about sexuality, STIs and pre-
ventions between young peo-
ple and trusted adults can 
offset these disadvantages. 
Though such conversations 
can be uncomfortable at any 
age, teaching our youths will 
increase the likelihood of them 
having healthier futures. 

Sharing information about 
healthy sexuality helps 
strengthen the health of our 
community. According to the 
Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, action items 
like abstinence, vaccination 
and using condoms are prov-
en and effective ways to pro-
tect yourself and your partner. 
You do not have to be alone in 
searching for prevention edu-
cation. Reliable resources like 
the Urban League of Greater 
Pittsburgh’s Health Education 
office are able to share infor-
mation and guide people in the 

right direction. By learning 
more about STIs, you can take 
charge of your health.

Esther L. Bush, President 
and CEO 

Urban League of Greater 
Pittsburgh
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STI Awareness

Preventing the spread of STIs in young adults

“I focus on this population because 
they carry a signifi cant burden of STIs in 
the United States and also in Allegheny 
County. Nationally and locally, that age 
group composes about 50% of all STIs 
each year. All STIs are preventable and 
most are treatable and can be caught 
early.” 

— ASHLEY HILL, DRPH, MPH
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