Diagnosis: Tinder Herpes
Ben Sarle
It had been nine days since Jessica spent the night with Hunter, who she had met on
Tinder a couple of weeks prior. She started feeling the headache, fever, and nausea
develop over the few hours since she woke up. Jessica excused herself from teaching her
3rd grade class at an elite Manhattan private school, and went to the restroom. She began
to worry that these weren’t symptoms of a rapid onset of the flu; there was also the
tingling turned burning sensation she had felt for the last 24 hours whenever she sat
down. After a brief body check in the elementary school girl’s bathroom, she called in
her substitute teacher and headed to her OB/GYN, who was able to see her immediately.

Jessica’s doctor had seen these symptoms and timeline a thousand times; the first
outbreak is accompanied with systemic symptoms mimicking those of a very bad flu.

Knowing how the swab tests would turn out, the doctor tentatively diagnosed her with
herpes (according to the American Medical Association, there are no longer medical
distinctions between oral and genital herpes, because it is the same virus effecting
different parts of the body). Jessica left the office, and had the following brief text
exchange with Hunter:

“The room closes in a little bit when you get a text like that.” remarked Hunter, a
graduate student at Columbia University. “I could feel my hand shaking when I started
texting back.” He left class, called Jessica while standing outside in the rain, and
discussed what she was going through. He scheduled an appointment for two days later at
his student health department. By the time he checked in for his appointment, he had
matching symptoms, and after his swab results, a matching diagnosis.
As far as both Jessica and Hunter knew, it was their first outbreak of the virus, and they
both assumed it was transmitted to them from each other. “It was so painful, I had no idea
you got this sick during the first outbreak of herpes.” said Jessica. “The only positive in
the whole situation was how understanding Hunter has been, we didn’t place blame, and
we kind of went through it together.”
Hunter echoed her sentiments. Although Jessica and Hunter received medical care
quickly, and had a somewhat positive experience navigating the first stages of the virus

together, their diagnosis is by no means an isolated incident. In fact, for the first time in a
decade, an STD diagnosis is becoming increasingly more common among Millenials
living in a populated urban area of the United States.
According to the Center for Disease Control’s (CDC) STD Surveillance report for 2014
which was just released in late November 2015, the there is a substantial rise in reported
cases of many STD’s nationally for the first time since 2006. This report reflects an
alarming trend. The CDC’s official statement on this compelling data is that “there is no
single answer to explain why STD’s are increasing”, according to Kathleen LaPort, a
spokesperson for the CDC. However, it is clear that the CDC is not taking this spike in
cases lightly, and they are determined to figure out what the cause, or causes, could be.
But among the complex factors leading to a jump in STD’s, is one potentially overlooked
by the CDC: right swipes.
Using digital means to meet and date new people is nothing new, but the apps that may
be relevant to the causal relationship with the CDC’s data are the new breed of ‘fast’
dating apps. With these ‘fast apps’, the user swipes/likes other users at an exponentially
faster rate than with previous more traditional platforms such as Match and OkCupid.
Among the most popular of this new generation of apps are Tinder, Bumble, Hinge,
Happn, Grindr (which isn’t as new), The League, Coffee Meets Bagel, Sparkology, and
even the clandestine Raya where B-list pseudo-celebrities go to find love away from all
the riff raff.
“I would estimate that about 25% of the patients I see have an active type of the herpes
virus.” said a nurse practitioner at Columbia University Health Center speaking on the
condition of anonymity. Her patients are mostly undergraduate and graduate students.
She added, “While that sounds like a lot, most cases are extremely manageable, and do
not significantly effect people’s lives.”
Beyond the prevalence of herpes; chlamydia rates are up 2.8% in 2014 compared to 2013,
gonorrhea 5.1%, and primary & secondary (the most infectious stages) rates of syphilis

are up a staggering 15.1%. Again, STD’s had been on the decrease for nine years in the
United States, until 2014. And what is perhaps more startling than the escalation rates, is
that the STD Surveillance report also suggests that young people are at a
disproportionately higher risk than ever before — 15-24 year olds accounted for half of
the roughly 20 million new STD diagnoses last year. The overwhelming majority of
Tinder users are 18 to 24 year olds.
“Early on, over ninety percent of our user base was between eighteen to twenty-four
years old.” Tinder’s co-founder, Justin Mateen told The Guardian in April 2014. “Today,
that number is about fifty one percent”. These figures were within the same time frame of
the CDC’s STD Surveillance report. About 7% of Tinder’s user base is between 13 and
17.
Additionally, according to 7Park Data which tracks digital consumer behavior, Tinder’s
reach in the U.S. has more than tripled on both Apple and Android mobile platforms in
the U.S. during the same time period covered in the STD Surveillance report, shown in
the chart below.

“Having anonymous partners can make it difficult to conduct contact tracing to interrupt
the cycle of transmission.” the CDC’s Kathleen LaPorte remarked carefully when asked
about a potential link between the apps and the spread of STD’s.
The behavior that takes place between individuals who meet on any of these platforms is
nothing new, people have been sleeping with virtual strangers since ancient Egyptians
were swiping right on papyrus. But, it is the access and the pace at which this behavior
can now take place that may be a legitimate cause for concern when it comes to
transmission of infectious diseases.
Tinder and the like may not be bringing us closer to the apocalypse as Vanity Fair
suggested. However, the correlation and potential causation between these apps and
sexually transmitted diseases is a real concern, one that should be on the minds of disease
control professionals and those who swipe as well. This isn’t the fault or negligence on
behalf of the apps themselves either. Their job is simply to bring people together, and
they are extremely effective at that.
“I’m just so relieved it wasn’t something more serious.” concluded Jessica, as she picked
up her phone and checked her new matches. “But this was a wake up call for sure.”

