
Addressing Anxiety Among Individuals 
Accessing Sexual Health Care

Individuals with sexual health-related anxiety may access sexual health services for reassurance from healthcare 
providers despite typically being at low risk for STIs. Recognizing these individuals is important as they 

may benefit from alternative resources, information, and referrals.

An individual may be experiencing sexual 
health-related anxiety if they:
•Struggle to accept facts or test results
•Extensively research health information
•Focus on unlikely scenarios
•Repeatedly ask similar questions
•Express persistent shame or self-blame          
     related to sexual behaviours
• Repeatedly avoid taking STI tests

•Validate symptoms and feelings 
•Redirect the conversation to   
     anxiety
•Introduce the possibility that       
     health anxiety can impact         
     physical health 
•Acknowledge feelings of shame
•Avoid further risk assessment

If the individual acknowledges their feelings of 
anxiety:

• Inquire about and reinforce existing 
      anxiety-management strategies 
• Provide self-directed anxiety 
      management resources (e.g. Anxiety
      Canada)
• Direct the individual to local mental 
      health services

1. Recognize

2. Respond

3. Refer

I’m worried about HIV. I’ve had three HIV 
tests that were negative, but I have these 

weird symptoms. Everything I’ve read 
online points to HIV.

 It sounds like these symptoms 
have been really concerning for 
you. Have they made you feel 

anxious?

Yes, it’s all I think 
about. Could my 
tests be wrong? I 

have all these 
symptoms; my 

hair is thinner, my 
ears are ringing...

 It can be helpful to find ways of 
coping when you’re feeling anxious 
about your health. Would you like 
me to give you some resources for 

coping with anxiety?

Yes, that would be great.

Those aren’t symptoms 
typically seen with HIV. It 
sounds like you’ve been 

worried about this for a while. 
I wonder whether your 

anxiety has affected your 
physical health.



Understanding Sexual Health-Related Anxiety 

 Periodic worry in response to stressful life events is common. However, 

persistent and uncontrollable worry (anxiety) can negatively impact one’s well-being. 

While anxiety can take many forms, individuals experiencing health anxiety are 

disproportionately likely to seek health information and access health services (3–5). 

Health anxiety is characterized by pronounced and exaggerated fear of having or of 

being at risk of having a medical illness (3). This anxiety is often accompanied by 

rumination, obsession, and compulsive checking of one’s own body for signs of illness 

(3,4). Many people who experience health anxiety seek health information and 

services for reassurance and relief from anxiety, while others avoid seeking health 

services altogether (2,5–7). However, the relief obtained from reassuring medical 

professionals, testing and screening, or health information-seeking is temporary, and 

the use of such safety behaviours may reinforce vigilance, health concerns, and anxiety 

(1,2,6). 

What is health 
anxiety?

 Situation-speci�c anxiety related to sexual health is common (8–10); for 

example, many individuals worry about symptoms, results, treatment, and/or 

implications for health or relationships. Additionally, sex-related shame and stigma 

(e.g. related to sexual orientation, behaviours, or relationships) may reinforce fears 

about sexual health. For some individuals, however, underlying health anxiety may be 

a key factor motivating their information-seeking. They are often concerned about 

acquiring an STI (commonly HIV) despite being at low risk and/or having negative 

test results. They may access sexual health services repeatedly because of the 

reassurance that it provides. In some cases, people who are worried about their sexual 

health may bene�t from sexual health information, education, and reassurance. 

However, for people experiencing persistent anxiety about their health, additional 

information, further risk assessment, or unnecessary STI/HIV testing can reinforce 

anxiety by providing temporary relief (2,6). Instead, these individuals may bene�t from 

alternative supports and resources that better address mental health needs (11). In 

these cases, gentle inquiry from a healthcare provider can facilitate a conversation 

about feelings of sexual health anxiety, identify sexual health beliefs, and present 

opportunities to connect individuals with appropriate mental health supports.

What is sexual 
health-related 

anxiety?

Individuals with sexual health-related anxiety may access sexual health services for reassurance from 
healthcare providers despite typically being at low risk for STIs. Recognizing these individuals is 
important as they may bene�t from alternative resources, information, and referrals.


