So, how do you bring up safer sex without feeling awkward?
First, know that you're not alone. More and more people are talking about and practicing safer sex every day. In fact, your partner will probably be relieved, and even thank you for it.

Here are some tips to help smooth the way:

Know thyself. When it comes to safer sex, what is non-negotiable for you? For example, always using a condom? Always using another form of birth control? And, remember, no one should ever pressure you to have unprotected sex.

When and where should we talk? It's best to plan ahead. A practical guideline? Talk when you still have your clothes on. Then, you will be prepared when you do have sex — with condoms and/or birth control. Or, if you have HIV or herpes, you can take medicines and other steps to reduce the risk of sharing these STIs.
While face-to-face is probably best, you can also discuss safer sex via text or by phone. It's usually easier to have the chat in a private, calm place, rather than in a public place filled with people.

How should I approach the talk? Try to be relaxed and treat it like it's totally normal. Be positive and point out the benefits to both of you. Be caring and avoid accusing your partner of bad behavior in the past or present. But also be confident and firm.

You can practice ahead of time — by yourself or with a friend. Use your own words and say what feels natural to you. And remember, you should never apologize for insisting on safer sex.

Starting the conversation. You can lead by example, and might say something like:
"I really care about you and think we should talk about safer sex."
"A worry-free sex life is great for both of us. Let's talk about safer sex."
"Safer sex makes perfect sense to me. Can we talk?"
"I really like you and think we should take things to the next level. But, before we do, let's talk about keeping it safe."

If your partner is on the same page, great! Then, you can talk specifics. What steps will you take to keep each other safe? For example, using condoms, using other types of birth control, and/or taking medications to reduce the risk of sharing STIs, such as herpes or HIV?

If your partner is NOT on the same page about safer sex. Learn how to make your case for safer sex. Below you will find some good reasons that you can offer up to your partner. Choose the specific points that make sense for you and your situation:

Reduce worry and enjoy sex more. You can say, "Sex is much more relaxing if we aren't worried about STIs or unplanned pregnancies. Peace of mind makes everything better, and much more fun. It's good for both of us."

STIs are about as common as the common cold. You can say, "STIs are so common that by age 25, half of all people who have sex will get at least one. If you have unprotected sex — even just once — you are at risk. Many STIs don't have any symptoms and you usually can't tell by looking."

Odds are stacked against us if we don't use birth control. You can say, "Getting pregnant now would really interfere with our plans. If we don't use birth control, the odds are definitely against us."
"Did you know that if women don't use birth control, 85 out of 100 women will get pregnant in one year? And, it only takes once to get pregnant."

Testing alone isn't enough. You can say, "Testing only protects us from STIs if we do it routinely, get tested for the right STIs, and only have sex with each other. In other words, we need to completely trust each other. If that's not the case, safer sex should be standard practice."

If one partner has HIV and the other doesn't. You can say, "We can reduce the risk of sharing HIV to practically zero if we each take medication every day, get tested for STIs regularly, and/or use condoms."

Your partner believes you've been dating so long that you can stop using condoms. You can say, "It doesn't matter how long we've been dating. Before we stop using condoms, we both need to get tested for STIs, discuss our results, get treatment if needed, and commit to only having sex with each other."

WARNING: If your partner refuses to have safer sex, that's a warning sign that this person may not care about or respect you. Or, your partner might not be informed. In any case, don't agree to have unsafe sex just to hold on to your partner. Risking your health and future is not worth it. Quite simply, you deserve better.


