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As the HIV epidemic in the United States com-
pletes its fourth decade, the cumulative impact
is staggering: more than 700,000 lives lost and
incalculable economic, emotional, and social
effects nationwide. Although still geographically
concentrated in urban areas, HIV diagnoses
have increased in rural and suburban areas and
in southern and Midwestern states. HIV also
continues to disproportionately affect racial and
sexual minorities.! Family physicians have played
a key role in expanding HIV testing and treat-
ment, as well as providing sexual health services
in areas where specialty sexual health services are
not readily available.

Family physicians can make additional efforts
to advance HIV prevention through enhanced
screening and early diagnosis, engaging and
sustaining patients in treatment to viral sup-
pression, and counseling patients on methods
to reduce their risk of HIV. Traditional strat-
egies of condom use and reducing numbers of
sex partners still significantly reduce the risk
of HIV exposure. Condom use can reduce risk
by more than 80%? however, use has decreased
over the past decade for adolescents, men who
have sex with men, and high-risk heterosexual
individuals.*”

Preexposure prophylaxis (PrEP) is an effective
but widely underused HIV prevention approach.¢
Emtricitabine with either tenofovir disoproxil
fumarate (Truvada) or tenofovir alafenamide
(Descovy; recently approved by the U.S. Food
and Drug Administration for selected popu-
lations) is taken once daily and can reduce the
risk of HIV by more than 90%.”* In June 2019,
the U.S. Preventive Services Task Force made a
grade A recommendation for the use of PrEP by
individuals at increased risk of HIV, reflecting
current Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion guidelines.” Expanding access to PrEP is a
key part of the federal government’s response to
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the HIV epidemic; people without prescription
drug coverage can obtain medications at no cost
by enrolling at GetYourPrep.com. The article by
Savoy and colleagues in this issue of American
Family Physician describes specific patients for
which PrEP can be considered per the guide-
lines'®; however, to fully assess a patient’s HIV
risk and the potential benefit of PrEP, physicians
must know how and with whom their patients are
having sex.

Taking a thorough and complete sexual history
can assist with screening and treatment of sexu-
ally transmitted infections, which are currently
at record high levels" and can facilitate HIV
acquisition.”? Sexually transmitted infections
can occur at any site of sexual intercourse. Most
rectal and pharyngeal infections with gonorrhea
and chlamydia are asymptomatic, and screen-
ing only for urogenital infections can miss more
than 70% of infections at other sites."** Knowing
how patients have sex is critical for appropriate
screening, diagnosis, and treatment.

The article by Savoy and colleagues provides
useful guidance for family physicians about how
to create a safe, welcoming, and nonjudgmental
space in which patients can communicate their
sexual history."” Sex and sexual pleasure are dif-
ferent for everyone and are a natural and healthy
part of life. Physicians may be unfamiliar with
sexual practices and preferences or have unin-
tended implicit biases that limit the effectiveness
of their efforts to provide patients with sexual
health screening, counseling, and treatment.
Savoy and colleagues outline constructive strate-
gies to identify and address biases and to provide
crucial tools to ensure that physicians can obtain
useful sexual histories and have positive and
understanding discussions about sex."

The federal government recently set an ambi-
tious goal to end the HIV epidemic in the United
States within the next decade.”” Family physi-
cians must continue to play a key role in HIV
screening, counseling, treatment, and preven-
tion, including by prescribing PrEP. If physicians
do not talk about sex, we will not only miss
opportunities to better serve our patients, but
also fail to reach an achievable goal of ending an
epidemic.

Address correspondence to Adam Visconti, MD,

MPH, at adam.visconti@dc.gov. Reprints are not
available from the author.

American Family Physician A



EDITORIALS

Author disclosure: No relevant financial affiliations.

References

1.

~

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. HIV surveillance report,
volume 29: diagnoses of HIV infection in the United States and depen-
dent areas, 2017. November 2018. Accessed November 7, 2019.
https://www.cdc.gov/hiv/pdf/library/reports/surveillance/cdc-hiv-
surveillance-report-2017-vol-29.pdf

. Patel P, Borkowf CB, Brooks JT, et al. Estimating per-act HIV transmis-

sion risk: a systematic review. AIDS. 2014;28(10):1509-1519.

. Kann L, McManus T, Harris WA, et al. Youth risk behavior surveillance

— United States, 2017. MMWR Surveill Summ. 2018;67(8):1-114.

. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. HIV surveillance report,

special report number 22: HIV infection risk, prevention, and testing
behaviors among men who have sex with men—National HIV Behav-
joral Surveillance, 23 U.S. cities, 2017. February 2019. Accessed October
1, 2019. https://www.cdc.gov/hiv/pdf/library/reports/surveillance/cdc-
hiv-surveillance-special-report-number-22.pdf

. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. HIV surveillance report,

special report number 19. HIV infection, risk, prevention, and testing
behaviors among heterosexuals at increased risk for HIV infection—
National HIV Behavioral Surveillance, 17 U.S. cities, 2016. HIV Sur-
veillance Special Report 19. April 2018. Accessed October 1, 2019.
https://www.cdc.gov/hiv/pdf/library/reports/surveillance/cdc-hiv-
surveillance-special-report-number-19.pdf

. Smith DK, Chang MH, Duffus WA, et al. Missed opportunities to pre-

scribe preexposure prophylaxis in South Carolina, 2013-2016. Clin
Infect Dis. 2019;68(1):37-42.

McCormack S, Dunn DT, Desai M, et al. Pre-exposure prophylaxis to
prevent the acquisition of HIV-1 infection (PROUD): effectiveness

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

. US. Preventive Services Task Force. Final

results from the pilot phase of a pragmatic open-label randomised trial.
Lancet. 2016;387(10013):53-60.

. Grant RM, Anderson PL, McMahan V, et al.; iPrEx study team. Uptake of

pre-exposure prophylaxis, sexual practices, and HIV incidence in men
and transgender women who have sex with men: a cohort study. Lan-
cet. 2014;14(9):820-829.

recommendation state-
ment: prevention of human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) infec-
tion: preexposure prophylaxis. June 2019. Accessed November 7,
2019. https://www.uspreventiveservicestaskforce.org/Page/Doc-
ument/RecommendationStatementFinal/prevention-of-human-
immunodeficiency-virus-hiv-infection-pre-exposure-prophylaxis
Savoy M, O'Gurek D, Brown-James A. Sexual health history: techniques
and tips. Am Fam Physician. 2020;101:online. Accessed January 15,
2020. https:www.aafp.org/afp/2020/0201/epub.html

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Sexually transmitted dis-
ease surveillance 2018. Updated August 27, 2019. Accessed November
6, 2019. https://www.cdc.gov/std/stats18/default.htm

Ward H, Rénn M. Contribution of sexually transmitted infections to the
sexual transmission of HIV. Curr Opin HIV AIDS. 2010;5(4):305-310.
Chan PA, Robinette A, Montgomery M, et al. Extragenital infections
caused by Chlamydia trachomatis and Neisseria gonorrhoeae: a review
of the literature. Infect Dis Obstet Gynecol. 2016;(2016):5758387.
Patton ME, Kidd S, Llata E, et al. Extragenital gonorrhea and chlamydia
testing and infection among men who have sex with men—STD Surveil-
lance Network, United States, 2010-2012. Clin Infect Dis. 2014;58(11):
1564-1570.

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Ending the HIV epi-
demic: a plan for America. February 5, 2019. Accessed November 6,
2019. https://www.hhs.gov/blog/2019/02/05/ending-the-hiv-epidemic-
a-plan-for-america.ntm( B

B American Family Physician

www.aafp.org/afp

epub ¢ February 1, 2020



