
 

Mycoplasma genitalium: The common STI
you've probably never heard of
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Mycoplasma genitalium (MG) is a sexually
transmitted infection (STI) with many of the
hallmarks of its better-known counterpart, 
chlamydia. 

You can have MG without knowing it, or have
symptoms; it can affect men and women, and it
can be treated with antibiotics. 

However, unlike chlamydia, we only have a limited
number of antibiotics to treat it, due to a quirk in its
cellular structure and the growing threat of
antibiotic resistance. The antibiotics we need to
use with resistant MG can also, uncommonly, have
serious side-effects.

Here's what you need to know about this common
STI.

What is it? How do I get it? How common is it?

MG can affect both men and women, and is
passed from person to person via their body fluids
when they have sex. That can be via penile-
vaginal sex or via penile-anal sex. Transmission
via oral sex isn't thought to be a big factor.

Several studies tell us MG is common, perhaps as

common as chlamydia.

UK and US data show 1-2% of the adult population
have it (making it about as common as chlamydia),
and it is as common in men as in women. 

In research yet to be published, when we tested
women who walked through the door of our sexual
health service in Melbourne, 6% had MG, which
was as common as chlamydia (7%) in women in
the same study. Of women with MG, roughly the
same number had symptoms compared to no
symptoms. When we tested gay men without
symptoms who attended our service, 10% had MG.

However, we're not entirely sure how many people
are infected with MG throughout Australia. That's
because Australia has yet to set up a formal
surveillance network (we're in the middle of setting
that up at the moment). MG is also not a notifiable
disease yet. That means doctors or laboratories
don't have to tell health authorities when they have
a case.

How do I know if I have it?

If you do have symptoms, these can resemble
those of chlamydia. So the best thing is to go to
your GP or sexual health clinic for a checkup, as
the treatments are different.

If you're a man with symptoms, they can vary from
mild to moderate and include:

mild irritation, an itch, or a burning
sensation when urinating
a penile discharge, which may be clear or
more like pus.
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https://www.fpv.org.au/for-you/sexually-transmissible-infections-blood-borne-viruses/mycoplasma-genitalium
https://www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au/health/conditionsandtreatments/chlamydia
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/women/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/antibiotics/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26534946/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33560093/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31794495/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30882306/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30882306/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/health+authorities/


 

  

Mycoplasma genitalium is a sexually transmitted infection
that affects men and women. Credit:
www.shutterstock.com

For women, symptoms may include:

a vaginal discharge
bleeding or pain with sex
abdominal pain (which may be a sign of 
pelvic inflammatory disease).

For men or women who have anal sex, symptoms
may include an itch or pain inside the anus, anal
discharge and sometimes anal bleeding.

Your doctor will take a urine sample for men and a
vaginal swab for women. For men or women who
have anal sex, they will take a rectal swab, or you
will be instructed how to take it yourself. Samples
will then be sent for laboratory testing.

How is it treated?

Once diagnosed, you'll be treated with a course of
oral antibiotics for about two weeks. Unfortunately,
you may need several courses to cure the infection
due to increasing antibiotic resistance. And some of
these antibiotics can have side-effects. Occasional,
but serious, side-effects include an abnormal heart
rhythm, rupture of tendons and nerve damage.

What happens if I leave it untreated?

If the infection is left untreated in women, it can
cause similar complications to chlamydia. Some
women go on to develop pelvic inflammatory
disease, although less commonly than with

chlamydia. Pelvic inflammatory disease could, in
turn, lead to infertility. If you're pregnant, it can,
uncommonly, lead to premature birth or
miscarriage.

If left untreated in men there are no apparent
complications but the main risk is men can infect
new partners and reinfect treated partners. And for
gay men, there's some data to suggest a link
between MG and HIV, although further studies are
needed.

Can I still be tested even if I don't have
symptoms?

New research from the Melbourne Sexual
Health Centre says treating asymptomatic
men for mycoplasma genitalium is
accelerating its resistance. 
https://t.co/yOOeLadH5E

— DrugDesigns (@ArielBlocker) March 16,
2021

Current guidelines both in Australia and 
internationally recommend testing people with
symptoms, or sexual contacts of known cases.
They don't recommend doctors screen people 
without symptoms.

When you screen, you have to be confident you
have access to highly effective treatments, the
treatments do not cause more harm than the
condition itself and you have a good understanding
of how often the condition progresses to cause
complications.

For MG that balance is against screening currently.
That's because there are often no symptoms and
we don't yet fully understand how often the infection
progresses to cause harm, although it seems to do
so less often than chlamydia. The microorganism
has also rapidly become so resistant to antibiotics
we are having to use stronger and stronger ones,
and multiple courses, to cure. This contrasts to 
chlamydia, which is easy to cure. 
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https://www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au/health/healthyliving/pelvic-inflammatory-disease-pid
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/urine+sample/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32622378/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32701123/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32701123/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/19194271/
https://t.co/yOOeLadH5E
https://twitter.com/ArielBlocker/status/1371870337932132352?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
https://twitter.com/ArielBlocker/status/1371870337932132352?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
http://www.sti.guidelines.org.au/sexually-transmissible-infections/mycoplasma-genitalium
https://www.bashhguidelines.org/current-guidelines/urethritis-and-cervicitis/mycoplasma-genitalium-2018/
https://www.thelancet.com/action/showPdf?pii=S2589-5370%2821%2900059-6
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2021/mar/17/gps-urged-not-to-test-gay-men-for-sti-super-bug-over-fears-it-will-become-more-antibiotic-resistant
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/chlamydia/


 

Not only do many antibiotics have side-effects, they
affect the bacteria in people's gut. These bacteria
are important to keep us healthy, and if we
bombard them with antibiotics it can affect our
health and also lead to antibiotic resistance in a
whole range of other bacteria, not just MG. 

This article is republished from The Conversation
under a Creative Commons license. Read the 
original article.
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