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From Middle English venereal, venerealle (“of or 

relating to sexual intercourse”), from Latin venereus, 

venerius (“of or relating to sexual love”),[1] from Venus

(“Roman goddess of love”)[2] (from Proto-Indo-

European *wenh₁- (“to love”)) + -eus, -ius (suffix

forming adjectives from nouns).

Venereal Diseases (VD)
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Moral judgements on sex and prevention: 
a tale as old as time

“We might  virtually stamp out this disease were 

we not hampered by the widespread belief that 

nice people don’t talk about syphilis, nice 

people don’t have syphilis, and nice people 

shouldn’t do anything about those who do have 

syphilis.”

Dr Thomas Parran, US Surgeon General (1936-1948)

Why don’t we stamp out syphilis?

Survey Graphic and Reader’s Digest (1936)

“People’s own responsibility to use a condom, 

the relevance of being free of fear of HIV 

infection when having sex, and the relative 

importance of prevention HIV versus a 

possible rise in other sexually transmitted 

diseases because of reduced condom use.”

Jansen, Tromp and Baltussen (2016)
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Risk compensation and disinhibition are not
interchangeable concepts

Disinhibition: lowering or absence of self-restraint to 
avoid risk (Hogben and Liddon 2008; Leeman, Toll and 
Volpicelli 2007)

Risk compensation: related to “risk equilibrium”, 
defined as  "a system in which individuals accept a 
certain level of subjectively estimated (or perceived risk 
to their health in exchange for benefits they expect to 
receive from (an) activity” (Wilde 1994)



Risk compensation “theory” or “concept”: 
automobiles to HIV

A vigorous condom-promotion policy could 

increase rather than decrease unprotected sexual 

exposure, if it has the unintended effect of 

encouraging greater sexual activity...
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"Risk compensation" and PrEP: STIs

● PrEP outcome: HIV prevention, no other STIs prevention

● Condomless sex may lead to HIV and STIs, but psycho-social 

mechanisms  to prevent the former and the latter are different

● Other STIs do not necessarily represent for individuals the same health 

concern as HIV



"Risk compensation” - Methodological considerations    
(Holt 2017)

☞ Studies mostly focused on behavioural measures (attitudes, risk 
perceptions)

☞ Timing in the change of attitudes and behaviour is important but not 
always clear 

☞ Some studies did not find that a change in behaviour led to risk 
increase

☞ Even if changes in behaviour or risk perception are observed they will 
likely not undermine the high effectiveness of the prevention strategy

☞ Interventions are not considered from a community level (limited to 
individual approach)



“Our obsession with risk compensation 
directly impedes PrEP access”

(Golub 2018 - HIVR4P Madrid)



PrEP: a concern or an opportunity for STI control?

☘Increases the frequency of HIV and other STIs 
testing

☘Promotes early diagnosis and treatment of HIV 
and other STIs

☘Long-term: decline in STI incidence (routine 
testing - detection of asymptomatic STIs)

☘Alleviates fears of HIV
☘Allows a more fulfilling sex like
☘Empowers people to protect themselves and 

others



How can we move forward (and do better)?

● Risk Compensation: STOP IT

● Work with healthcare providers!

● Multidisciplinary approach

● Expansion of PrEP delivery and offer to other populations

● Political will to test other interventions




