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Key Messages 
 Internet-based contact tracing (ICT) for sexually transmitted infections (STIs) is being used 

successfully in several jurisdictions to notify sexual contacts and identify new cases, leading to 
increased screening and treatment for STIs.1-17  

 ICT is valuable for both public health-led and client-led contact notification.  

 Although there are risks and challenges to implementing ICT, there are clear benefits when 
there is no other way of notifying partners of a potential exposure and ICT could also 
complement standard notification methods, including in the event of an outbreak. 
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Issue and Research Question 
Sexual contact tracing (also known as partner notification) refers to the practice of informing the sexual 
contacts of a case about their potential exposure and providing information about STI screening. The 
goals of contact tracing are to identify undiagnosed infections and reduce further transmission. When 
sexual contacts meet and communicate exclusively online, the information traditionally used to reach a 
contact of an STI, such as telephone number or address, is rarely known.11,17-20 As a result, either the 
partner must be contacted through the internet using their online screen name or they will not be 
notified of the potential exposure at all. There is evidence to suggest that cases with online partners 
tend to have multiple partners.21,22 Because those multiple partners are more likely to be casual, they 
may be more difficult to contact and the encounter may be higher risk for STI transmission;21-29 however, 
there is some disagreement on the impact of higher risk behaviours on STI rates in people who use the 
internet for sexual partnerning.21,23,25,27-32 The rise of digital technologies for sexual partnering presents a 
challenge for public health-led partner notification. Many public health practitioners want to be 
equipped to contact partners online while mitigating the risks and challenges of electronic 
communication (e.g., privacy concerns). 

Our objective was to conduct a literature search in order to identify and summarize the evidence for use 
of social networking sites (SNS) and personal email for STI partner notification, as well as strategies to 
mitigate potential challenges. This document breaks down ICT into two categories: 1) the use of 
messaging on SNS and 2) the use of personal email. It provides a summary of the evidence on how these 
technologies have been used for contact tracing. Digital technologies will continue to evolve at a rapid 
rate and the platforms that are used will change. At the time of writing, examples of digital technology 
for sexual-partnering included various forms of SNS, such as internet chat rooms, dating and ‘hook up’ 
websites and mobile phone applications (apps), social media websites/apps and email systems. Mobile 
phone text messaging is another current digital technology, but given that it uses a traditional mode of 
contact tracing, i.e., phone number, it will not be addressed here.   

Methods 
On January 12, 2018 and December 19, 2018, Public Health Ontario (PHO) Library Services conducted a 
literature search in relevant databases (MEDLINE, Embase, PsychINFO, CINAHL, SocINDEX) using a 
combination of search terms related to STI contact tracing, the internet and social media. A total of 821 
unique records were returned and titles and abstracts were screened for relevance. 159 full-text articles 
were reviewed and 25 were critically appraised using the Meta Quality Appraisal Tool (MetaQAT) and 
included in the final results.33 The MetaQAT was used to help identify strengths and weaknesses in 
internal and external validity and whether the study should be included in our evidence summary. The 
detailed search strategy and complete results are available upon request.  

Main Findings 

Evidence for Use of Social Networking Sites (SNS)  
SNS can be an effective tool for public health-led ICT and can potentially increase the number of sexual 
contacts notified. The first report of public health-led ICT was published in 2000 and describes the public 
health response to an outbreak of syphilis among men who have sex with men (MSM).17 From seven 
cases, 97 sexual contacts were named and 42% of them were notified over the internet and tested for 
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syphilis.17 Subsequent studies have also reported the successful contact of both confirmed cases and 
potential cases using SNS.2-4,14-17 Two studies of MSM populations found that public health having a 
generic profile on SNS apps was acceptable to participants.17,34 How SNS were used to notify contacts 
varied slightly. In most instances, public health created a generic profile on the SNS and then used the 
SNS messaging system to send messages directly to the individual profile names provided by the index 
case.  

There are benefits to augmenting traditional contact tracing with ICT via SNS. These include being able 
to connect with sexual contacts faster than by phone, thereby reducing time to testing and treatment; 
being able to connect with contacts who might not have a stable address or phone number, but 
maintain their SNS profiles whenever they have internet access; and being able to visually identify the 
contacts if the online profile includes a clear headshot.4,35 There is also evidence that supports using ICT 
in conjunction with a social network analysis approach to identify high risk sexual networks.3,4 
Documenting contacts’ screen/profile names in the case file could provide useful information for this. 
Challenges to ICT are summarized in Table 1.  

Evidence for Personal Email Notification 
In addition to SNS, the internet has also been used to create websites that facilitate anonymous email 
contact notification (e.g., inSPOT, Let Them Know, CheckHimOut, WhyTest’s Tell Them feature and 
Suggest A Test). InSPOT was a US-based website that cases could use to contact their partners 
anonymously via e-post cards sent using the recipient’s email address. After its development in 2004, 
the tool was made available to public health in Canada and Romania and was translated into French and 
Spanish; however, at the time of publishing, this website is no longer available.36,37 In 2008, Australia 
developed Let Them Know, which allows cases to anonymously notify their sexual contacts of potential 
STI exposure using a text message, email or a letter.38,39 The Health Initiative for Men in British Columbia 
(BC) also has their own website called CheckHimOut, which allows for anonymous contact notification 
through email or text message and provides information about local sexual health clinics in BC for 
testing.40 WhyTest, an Australian website, added a feature called Tell Them in 2006, which offered MSM 
the option to send anonymous e-post cards and text messages to exposed sexual contacts;41 however, 
this platform was no longer active at the time this document was published. Suggest A Test is a Dutch 
online service developed in the Netherlands and piloted in 2012; it includes options to reach out to 
sexual partners anonymously through text message, personal message on a gay dating website, as well 
as sending an email or a letter.42,43  

There is evidence that clients think sending and receiving email is an acceptable method of ICT; 
however, this is based on studies largely conducted before the widespread use of SNS. In one study, 
participants indicated that a service with the option to send anonymous emails would be useful and 
would facilitate communication with more contacts;44 however, client-led email notification was seen as 
less personal and deemed most suitable when the relationship with the contact was brief and/or casual, 
if the relationship did not end on good terms or if the relationship involved violence.44-46 Studies 
consistently revealed that given the option to send a text message or email, most cases preferred text 
messaging, likely due to convenience and perceived reliability.35,38,42,47-50 In practice, actual usage of 
email for ICT was low in these studies. Multiple studies indicated low awareness of tools like InSPOT and 
Let Them Know, despite advertising campaigns to support their uptake in larger urban areas.35,51 Though 
considered to be highly acceptable, the use of email for contact tracing is less preferred when other 
options, such as an in-person meeting or phone call, were available.44,45,52 In one study, MSM 
participants, who have shown broad acceptance toward using email and e-cards as a form of ICT, 
demonstrated lower actual use of notification in comparison to heterosexual males.44  

https://letthemknow.org.au/
http://checkhimout.ca/testing/tell-your-partners/
https://partnerwaarschuwing.nl/
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There are several examples in the literature of public health-led contact notification using email.11,14,15,16 
While few studies have examined the effectiveness of email ICT in getting contacts tested and treated 
for STIs, two studies have demonstrated that email ICT accounted for 21% and 40% of contacts being 
examined and, if necessary, treated.2,5 The advantages to public health-led ICT using email include its 
passive nature compared to chat rooms, which require public health to be present at the same time as 
the contacts and existing familiarity with email technology;14,15 however, email may not be as effective 
as SNS messaging and text messages.14 Because of the increasing popularity of SNS to identify and 
communicate with sexual contacts, index cases may not even have an email address for their contacts. 
 
Challenges may arise for public health professionals when implementing ICT. Table 1 provides some 
strategies and considerations that address these challenges that were identified in the literature.8,20,53,55-

61 The list is not exhaustive and the details of how these strategies could be operationalized may be 
influenced by local context. 

Table 1: Summary strategies to mitigate potential challenges of implementing ICT 

Potential Challenge Considerations/Strategies 

Possible personal health information 
privacy breach. Personal health 
information may be read or received by 
other individuals, such as in scenarios 
where an email account or computer is 
shared. Electronic notification could 
become documented evidence of the 
index case having an STI if using client-
led ICT. 

 

 Consider working with website/app owners to optimize 
public health use of the app and consider privacy 
concerns. Send private messages to each contact, 
instead of a group message. 

 Some of these risks may not be unique to ICT and can 
be shared with conventional contact tracing methods. 

 If a website is being used to notify a case of a potential 
exposure to an STI, consider ensuring the website is 
password-protected, with a non-searchable link that is 
valid for a limited number of logins. Set up the website 
to delete the history or provide instructions to delete 
the browser history. 

 Indicate importance, but do not include specific 
information about the potential STI exposure. Examples 
of message headers include “Important Health Matter” 
or “Please Call Me.” Consider marking the email as 
‘confidential’ if your email provider allows it. 

Email or other online communication 
could be perceived as ‘junk-mail’ or 
spam and not read by the recipient. 

 Use a professional email address and include details 
about the sender that can be validated. 

 Indicate importance, but do not include specific 
information about the potential STI exposure. Examples 
of message headers include “Important Health Matter” 
or “Please Call Me.” Consider marking the email as 
‘confidential’ if your email provider allows it. 

Pseudonyms are often used in SNS 
profiles, which makes it difficult to 
confirm the identity of the contact 

 Client-led ICT may mitigate some of the challenges of 
public health-led ICT, in particular the challenge of 
confirming the correct contact was identified.  

 If safe and appropriate, cases may notify their sexual 
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Potential Challenge Considerations/Strategies 
during public health follow up. contacts themselves and have them contact public 

health. Risks, such as the potential for negative 
reactions or violence, should be discussed if the case is 
doing the contact notification. 

Unlike the real-time engagement that 
occurs with in-person or telephone 
communication, messaging via SNS or 
email might be one-way or subject to a 
delayed response if a contact and 
public health professional access the 
app/email at different times. Therefore, 
there is limited opportunity for 
counseling and ensuring linkage to 
care.  

 Communicate by SNS to request the contact provide a 
phone number.  

 If possible, reach out to the individual using online 
communication, but provide specific information about 
the potential STI exposure by phone/in person. 

 If safe and appropriate, cases may notify their sexual 
contacts themselves and have them contact public 
health. Risks, such as the potential for negative 
reactions or violence, should be discussed if the case is 
doing the contact notification. 

Discussion and Conclusions  
Internet-based contact tracing for STIs is being used successfully in several jurisdictions to notify sexual 
contacts and identify new cases, leading to increased screening and treatment for STIs.1-17 ICT could also 
complement standard notification methods and it may be particularly beneficial in the event of an 
outbreak in which sexual contacts used SNS to identify partners. ICT is valuable for both public health-
led and client-led contact notification. Several jurisdictions have implemented ICT protocols and have 
reported success; however, the level of use of ICT and the types of internet partner services available to 
staff, e.g., Public Health SNS profiles, email etc., varies by jurisdiction.1,2,53-55 Although there are risks and 
challenges to implementing ICT, the literature provides some strategies to mitigate risks (see Table 1). 
ICT has clear benefits when there is no other way of notifying partners of a potential exposure.  

There are several limitations to the evidence we reviewed. It is difficult to compare the effectiveness of 
ICT to traditional contact tracing methods due to ICT’s use in situations where there is no other way to 
contact the partner. The metrics for effectiveness vary across studies, if they report effectiveness at all. 
In general, there is a lack of high quality studies evaluating ICT using SNS and open email. The 
generalizability of the SNS studies is limited due to several of the study samples reflecting the 
concentrated epidemics of HIV and syphilis in MSM and specifically black MSM in the United States.2-4,15  
In terms of acceptability, the trends and preferences in digital technology change rapidly, making it 
difficult to gauge current acceptability; where one technology may be acceptable today, it may be less 
acceptable in the near future. Lastly, most of the evidence considered here is from outside of Canada 
and therefore may be less generalizable to the Canadian context. Local research is needed. 

Implications for Practice 
 Public health may benefit from collaborating with stakeholders e.g., Boards of Health, 

community physicians, STI/CD Program Managers, front-line staff, community groups, 
website/app owners to develop and implement ICT policies, procedures and evaluations.  
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 Public health staff using SNS for contact tracing require: training on the technology; access to 
websites with sexual content, which might normally be restricted at work; and access to 
smartphones with data to use SNS apps. 

 Local ICT activities should be evaluated.   

 Public health should anticipate additional expenses for smartphones with data, training, 
technical support and evaluations related to ICT.  

Specifications and Limitations of Evidence Brief  
The purpose of this Evidence Brief is to investigate a research question in a timely manner to help 
inform decision making. The Evidence Brief presents key findings, based on a systematic search of the 
best available evidence near the time of publication, as well as systematic screening and extraction of 
the data from that evidence. It does not report the same level of detail as a full systematic review. Every 
attempt has been made to incorporate the highest level of evidence on the topic. There may be relevant 
individual studies that are not included; however, it is important to consider at the time of use of this 
brief whether individual studies would alter the conclusions drawn from the document. 

Additional Resources 
• The CDC has created a toolkit for internet partner services, which includes ICT. 

References 

1. Moody V, Hogben M, Kroeger K, Johnson J. Internet-based partner services in US sexually transmitted 
disease prevention programs: 2009-2013. J Public Health Manag Pract. 2015;21(6):526-30. 

2. Ehlman DC, Jackson M, Saenz G, Novak DS, Kachur R, Heath JT, et al. Evaluation of an innovative 
internet-based partner notification program for early syphilis case management, Washington, DC, 
January 2007-June 2008. Sex Transm Dis. 2010;37(8):478-85. Available from: 
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2010/08000/Evaluation_of_an_Innovative_Internet_based
_Partner.3.aspx  

3. Pennise M, Inscho R, Herpin K, Owens J Jr, Bedard BA, Weimer AC, et al. Using smartphone apps in 
STD interviews to find sexual partners. Public Health Rep. 2015;130(3):245-52. Available from: 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4388222/ 

4. Hunter P, Oyervides O, Grande KM, Prater D, Vann V, Reitl I, et al. Facebook-augmented partner 
notification in a cluster of syphilis cases in Milwaukee. Public Health Rep. 2014;129 Suppl 1:43-9. 
Available from: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3862987/ 

5. Vest JR, Valadez AM, Hanner A, Lee JH, Harris PB. Using e-mail to notify pseudonymous e-mail sexual 
partners. Sex Transm Dis. 2007;34(11):840-5. Available from: 
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2007/11000/Using_E_Mail_to_Notify_Pseudonymous_E_
Mail_Sexual.2.aspx 

http://www.cdc.gov/std/program/ips/IPS-Toolkit-12-28-2015.pdf
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2010/08000/Evaluation_of_an_Innovative_Internet_based_Partner.3.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2010/08000/Evaluation_of_an_Innovative_Internet_based_Partner.3.aspx
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4388222/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3862987/
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2007/11000/Using_E_Mail_to_Notify_Pseudonymous_E_Mail_Sexual.2.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2007/11000/Using_E_Mail_to_Notify_Pseudonymous_E_Mail_Sexual.2.aspx


Case and Contact Management for STIs: Internet-Based Contact Tracing 7 

6. Mettey A, Lewis F, Arrieta E, Blackwell C, Hoffman C, Gerard T, et al. Outcomes of implementing 
Internet partner services for male syphilis and HIV cases in Philadelphia. Presented at: 2012 National 
STD Prevention Conference. 2012 Mar 12-5; Minneapolis, MN. 

7. Bell G, Potterat J. Partner notification for sexually transmitted infections in the modern world: a 
practitioner perspective on challenges and opportunities. Sex Transm Infect. 2011;87 Suppl 2:ii34-6. 
Available from: http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/sextrans-2011-050229 

8. Muse A, Bulmer J, Coles B. Delivery of Internet partner services (IPS) to improve disease intervention 
outcomes among anonymous sex partners. Presented at: 2010 National STD Prevention Conference. 
2010 Mar 8-11; Atlanta, GA. 

9. Laughton D. Breaking new ground in STI contract tracing. Presented at: 19th Conference of the 
International Society for Sexually Transmitted Diseases Research. 2011 Jul 10-3; Quebec City, QC. 

10. Booth H. Facebook for partner notification. Presented at: 19th Conference of the International 
Society for Sexually Transmitted Diseases Research. 2011 Jul 10-3; Quebec City, QC. 

11. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). Using the Internet for partner notification of 
sexually transmitted diseases--Los Angeles County, California, 2003. MMWR Morb Mortal Wkly Rep. 
2004;53(6):129-31. Available from: https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm5306a4.htm 

12. Kachur R, Hall W, Coor A, Kinsey J, Collins D, Strona FV. The use of technology for sexually 
transmitted disease partner services in the United States: a structured review. Sex Transm Dis. 
2018;45(11):707-12. Available from: 
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2018/11000/The_Use_of_Technology_for_Sexually_Trans
mitted.1.aspx 

13. Pellowski J, Mathews C, Kalichman MO, Dewing S, Lurie MN, Kalichman SC. Advancing partner 
notification through electronic communication technology: a review of acceptability and utilization 
research. J Health Commun. 2016;21(6):629-37. Available from: 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4948177/ 

14. McFarlane M, Kachur R, Klausner JD, Roland E, Cohen M. Internet-based health promotion and 
disease control in the 8 cities: successes, barriers, and future plans. Sex Transm Dis. 2005;32(10 
Suppl):S60-4. Available from: 
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2005/10001/Internet_Based_Health_Promotion_and_Dise
ase.11.aspx 

15. Hightow-Weidman L, Beagle S, Pike E, Kuruc J, Leone P, Mobley V, et al. "No one's at home and they 
won't pick up the phone": using the Internet and text messaging to enhance partner services in North 
Carolina. Sex Transm Dis. 2014;41(2):143-8. Available from: 
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2014/02000/_No_One_s_at_Home_and_They_Won_t_Pic
k_up_the.14.aspx 

16. Udeagu CCN, Bocour A, Shah S, Ramos Y, Gutierrez R, Shepard CW. Bringing HIV partner services into 
the age of social media and mobile connectivity. Sex Transm Dis. 2014;41(10):631-6. Available from: 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/sextrans-2011-050229
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm5306a4.htm
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2018/11000/The_Use_of_Technology_for_Sexually_Transmitted.1.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2018/11000/The_Use_of_Technology_for_Sexually_Transmitted.1.aspx
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4948177/
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2005/10001/Internet_Based_Health_Promotion_and_Disease.11.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2005/10001/Internet_Based_Health_Promotion_and_Disease.11.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2014/02000/_No_One_s_at_Home_and_They_Won_t_Pick_up_the.14.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2014/02000/_No_One_s_at_Home_and_They_Won_t_Pick_up_the.14.aspx


Case and Contact Management for STIs: Internet-Based Contact Tracing 8 

https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2014/10000/Bringing_HIV_Partner_Services_Into_the_Age
_of.14.aspx 

17. Klausner JD, Wolf W, Fischer-Ponce L, Zolt I, Katz MH. Tracing a syphilis outbreak through 
cyberspace. JAMA. 2000;284(4):447-9. Available from: https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/article-
abstract/192920 

18. Tan WS, Chen M, Ivan M, Stone K, Rane V, Fairley CK, et al. Partner notification outcomes for men 
who have sex with men diagnosed with syphilis referred to partner notification officers, Melbourne, 
Australia. Sex Transm Dis. 2016;43(11):685-9. 

19. Zou H, Fan S. Characteristics of men who have sex with men who use smartphone geosocial 
networking applications and implications for HIV interventions: a systematic review and meta-analysis. 
Arch Sex Behav. 2017;46(4):885-94. 

20. Lee C, Singal M. Partner notification: new technologies for partner notifications for sexually 
transmitted infections. NCCID #146. Winnipeg, MB: National Collaborating Centre for Infectious 
Diseases; 2013. Available from: https://nccid.ca/wp-
content/uploads/sites/2/2015/03/New_Technologies_STI_EN.pdf 

21. Lehmiller JJ, Ioerger M. Social networking smartphone applications and sexual health outcomes 
among men who have sex with men. PLoS One. 2014;9(1):e86603. Available from: 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0086603 

22. Liau A, Millett G, Marks G. Meta-analytic examination of online sex-seeking and sexual risk behavior 
among men who have sex with men. Sex Transm Dis. 2006;33(9):576-84. Available from: 
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2006/09000/Meta_analytic_Examination_of_Online_Sex_
Seeking.9.aspx 

23. Al-Tayyib AA, McFarlane M, Kachur R, Rietmeijer CA. Finding sex partners on the internet: what is 
the risk for sexually transmitted infections? Sex Transm Infect. 2009;85(3):216-20. 

24. Fernández-Dávila P, Zaragoza Lorca K. Trust and sexual interaction: the significance of the Internet 
on the sex life and sexual risk behaviors of gay and bisexual men in Spain. Int J Sex Health. 
2011;23(2):120-38. 

25. McFarlane M, Bull SS, Rietmeijer CA. The Internet as a newly emerging risk environment for sexually 
transmitted diseases. JAMA. 2000;284(4):443-6. Available from: 
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/fullarticle/192919 

26. Garofalo R, Herrick A, Mustanski BS, Donenberg GR. Tip of the iceberg: young men who have sex 
with men, the Internet, and HIV risk. Am J Public Health. 2007;97(6):1113-7. Available from: 
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2005.075630 

27. White JM, Mimiaga MJ, Reisner SL, Mayer KH. HIV sexual risk behavior among black men who meet 
other men on the internet for sex. J Urban Health. 2013;90(3):464-81. 

https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2014/10000/Bringing_HIV_Partner_Services_Into_the_Age_of.14.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2014/10000/Bringing_HIV_Partner_Services_Into_the_Age_of.14.aspx
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/article-abstract/192920
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/article-abstract/192920
https://nccid.ca/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2015/03/New_Technologies_STI_EN.pdf
https://nccid.ca/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2015/03/New_Technologies_STI_EN.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0086603
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2006/09000/Meta_analytic_Examination_of_Online_Sex_Seeking.9.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2006/09000/Meta_analytic_Examination_of_Online_Sex_Seeking.9.aspx
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/fullarticle/192919
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2005.075630


Case and Contact Management for STIs: Internet-Based Contact Tracing 9 

28. Gilbart VL, Simms I, Jenkins C, Furegato M, Gobin M, Oliver I, et al. Sex, drugs and smart phone 
applications: findings from semistructured interviews with men who have sex with men diagnosed with 
Shigella flexneri 3a in England and Wales. Sex Transm Infect. 2015;91(8):598-602. Available from: 
https://sti.bmj.com/content/91/8/598.long 

29. Wang H, Zhang L, Zhou Y, Wang K, Zhang X, Wu J, et al. The use of geosocial networking smartphone 
applications and the risk of sexually transmitted infections among men who have sex with men: a 
systematic review and meta-analysis. BMC Public Health. 2018;18(1):1178. Available from: 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-018-6092-3 

30. Jayaraman GC, Read RR, Singh A. Characteristics of individuals with male-to-male and heterosexually 
acquired infectious syphilis during an outbreak in Calgary, Alberta, Canada. Sex Transm Dis. 
2003;30(4):315-9. 

31. O'Connor L, O'Donnell K, Barrett P, Hickson FCI, McCartney D, Quinlan M, et al. Use of geosocial 
networking applications is independently associated with diagnosis of STI among men who have sex 
with men testing for STIs: findings from the cross-sectional MSM Internet Survey Ireland (MISI) 2015. 
Sex Transm Infect. 2018;95(4):279-84. 

32. Mobley V, Cope A, Dzialowy N, Maxwell J, Foust E, Samoff E. A comparison of syphilis partner 
notification outcomes by reported use of internet-based apps to meet sex partners in North Carolina, 
2013-2016. Sex Transm Dis. 2018;45(12):823-8. 

33. Rosella L, Bowman C, Pach B, Morgan S, Fitzpatrick T, Goel V. The development and validation of a 
meta-tool for quality appraisal of public health evidence: Meta Quality Appraisal Tool (MetaQAT). Public 
Health. 2016;136:57-65. Available from: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2015.10.027 

34. Bolding G, Davis M, Sherr L, Hart G, Elford J. Use of gay Internet sites and views about online health 
promotion among men who have sex with men. AIDS Care. 2004;16(8):993-1001. 

35. Hochberg CH, Berringer K, Schneider JA. Next-generation methods for HIV partner services: a 
systematic review. Sex Transm Dis. 2015;42:533-9. Available from: 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4788098/ 

36. inSPOT [Internet]. San Francisco, CA: Internet Sexuality Information Services, Inc. (I.S.I.S); 2019 [cited 
2019 Jan 22]. Available from: https://www.inspot.org/ 

37. Levine D, Woodruff AJ, Mocello AR, Lebrija J, Klausner JD. inSPOT: the first online STD partner 
notification system using electronic postcards. PLoS Med. 2008;5(1):e213. Available from: 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.0050213 

38. Guy RJ, Micallef JM, Mooney-Somers J, Jamil MS, Harvey C, Bateson D, et al. Evaluation of chlamydia 
partner notification practices and use of the "Let Them Know" website by family planning clinicians in 
Australia: cross-sectional study. J Med Internet Res. 2016;18(6):e173. Available from: 
https://www.jmir.org/2016/6/e173/ 

https://sti.bmj.com/content/91/8/598.long
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-018-6092-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2015.10.027
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4788098/
https://www.inspot.org/
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.0050213
https://www.jmir.org/2016/6/e173/


Case and Contact Management for STIs: Internet-Based Contact Tracing 10 

39. Melbourne Sexual Health Centre. Let Them Know [Internet]. Carlton, Australia: Melbourne Sexual 
Health Centre; 2017 [cited 2019 Feb 4]. Available from: https://letthemknow.org.au/ 

40. Health Initiative for Men. What's your number? Tell your partners [Internet]. Vancouver, BC: Health 
Initiative for Men; 2011 [cited 2019 May 23]. Available from: http://checkhimout.ca/testing/tell-your-
partners/ 

41. Bourne C, Zablotska I, Williamson A, Calmette Y, Guy R. Promotion and uptake of a new online 
partner notification and retesting reminder service for gay men. Sex Health. 2012;9(4):360-7. 

42. Götz HM, van Rooijen MS, Vriens P, Op de Coul E, Hamers M, Heijman T, et al. Initial evaluation of 
use of an online partner notification tool for STI, called 'suggest a test': a cross sectional pilot study. Sex 
Transm Infect. 2014;90(3):195-200. Erratum in: Sex Transm Infect. 2015 Feb;91(1):74. 

43. Suggest A Test [Internet]. Rotterdam, The Netherlands: Rotterdam-Rijnmond Public Health Service; 

[cited 2019 May 15]. Available from: http://www.suggestatest.nl 

44. Bilardi JE, Fairley CK, Hopkins CA, Hocking JS, Temple-Smith M, Bowden FJ, et al. Experiences and 
outcomes of partner notification among men and women recently diagnosed with chlamydia and their 
views on innovative resources aimed at improving notification rates. Sex Transm Dis. 2010;37(4):253-8. 
Available from: 
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2010/04000/Experiences_and_Outcomes_of_Partner_Noti
fication.11.aspx 

45. Hopkins CA, Temple-Smith M, Fairley CK, Pavlin NL, Tomnay JE, Parker RM, et al. Telling partners 
about chlamydia: how acceptable are the new technologies? BMC Infect Dis. 2010;10:58. Available from: 
https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2334-10-58 

46. Gilbert M, Salway T, Wong S, Haag D, Brownrigg B, Wong J, et al.; BC Online Sexual Health Services. 
Toward a diverse set of tools in the online partner notification toolkit: intention to use specific online 
resources among sexually transmitted infection clinic clients [Internet]. Vancouver, BC: BC Centre for 
Disease Control; 2017 [cited 2019 Jun 27]. Available from: http://lovebytesresearch.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2018/07/PN-survey-report-2017.pdf 

47. Mimiaga MJ, Tetu AM, Gortmaker S, Koenen KC, Fair AD, Novak DS, et al. HIV and STD status among 
MSM and attitudes about Internet partner notification for STD exposure. Sex Transm Dis. 
2008;35(2):111-6. Available from: 
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2008/02000/HIV_and_STD_Status_Among_MSM_and_Atti
tudes_About.1.aspx 

48. Apoola A, Radcliffe KW, Das S, Robshaw V, Gilleran G, Kumari BS, et al. Preferences for partner 
notification method: variation in responses between respondents as index patients and contacts. Int J 
STD AIDS. 2007;18(7):493-4. 

49. Bilardi JE, Fairley CK, Hopkins CA, Hocking JS, Sze JK, Chen MY. Let Them Know: evaluation of an 
online partner notification service for chlamydia that offers E-mail and SMS messaging. Sex Transm Dis. 
2010;37(9):563-5. Available from: 

https://letthemknow.org.au/
http://checkhimout.ca/testing/tell-your-partners/
http://checkhimout.ca/testing/tell-your-partners/
http://www.suggestatest.nl/
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2010/04000/Experiences_and_Outcomes_of_Partner_Notification.11.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2010/04000/Experiences_and_Outcomes_of_Partner_Notification.11.aspx
https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2334-10-58
http://lovebytesresearch.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/PN-survey-report-2017.pdf
http://lovebytesresearch.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/PN-survey-report-2017.pdf
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2008/02000/HIV_and_STD_Status_Among_MSM_and_Attitudes_About.1.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2008/02000/HIV_and_STD_Status_Among_MSM_and_Attitudes_About.1.aspx


Case and Contact Management for STIs: Internet-Based Contact Tracing 11 

https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/Fulltext/2010/09000/Let_Them_Know__Evaluation_of_an_Online
_Partner.7.aspx 

50. van Rooijen MS, Götz H, Vriens P, Heijman T, Koekenbier R, van Veen M, et al. Sender and receiver 
acceptability and usability of an online partner notification tool for sexually transmitted infection in the 
Netherlands. Sex Transm Dis. 2018;45(5):354-7. Available from: 
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2018/05000/Sender_and_Receiver_Acceptability_and_Usa
bility_of.13.aspx  

51. Rietmeijer CA, Westergaard B, Mickiewicz TA, Richardson D, Ling S, Sapp T, et al. Evaluation of an 
online partner notification program. Sex Transm Dis. 2011;38(5):359-64. Available from: 
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2011/05000/Evaluation_of_an_Online_Partner_Notificatio
n.1.aspx 

52. Kerani RP, Fleming M, Golden MR. Acceptability and intention to seek medical care after 
hypothetical receipt of patient-delivered partner therapy or electronic partner notification postcards 
among men who have sex with men: the partner's perspective. Sex Transm Dis. 2013;40(2):179-85. 
Available from: 
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2013/02000/Acceptability_and_Intention_to_Seek_Medic
al_Care.18.aspx 

53. National Coalition of STD Directors. Guidelines for Internet-based partner services [Internet]. 
Washington, DC: National Coalition of STD Directors; 2008 [cited 2018 Dec 27]. Available from: 
https://www.stdhivtraining.org/x/STD_PM_Online_2011/HO_2_-_DIA_-
_Guide_for_Internet_Partner_Services_-_NCSD.pdf 

54. Desir FA, Ladd JH, Gaydos CA. Survey of partner notification practices for sexually transmissible 
infections in the United States. Sexual Health. 2016;13(2):162-9. Available from: 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4967017/ 

55. West Virginia Department of Health and Human Resources, Bureau for Public Health, Office of 
Epidemiology and Prevention Services. Internet partner notification protocol (IPN) [Internet]. 
Charleston, WV: West Virginia Department of Health and Human Resources; 2011 [cited 2019 Jun 27]. 
Available from: http://dhhr.wv.gov/oeps/std-hiv-hep/protocols/Documents/Final_IPN_Protocol-
LEH%20scr.pdf 

56. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). Internet use and early syphilis infection among 
men who have sex with men--San Francisco, California, 1999-2003. MMWR Morb Mortal Wkly Rep. 
2003;52(50):1229-32. Available from: 
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm5250a4.htm 

57. Tomnay JE, Pitts MK, Kuo TC, Fairley CK. Does the Internet assist clients to carry out contact tracing? 
A randomized controlled trial using web-based information. Int J STD AIDS. 2006;17(6):391-4. 

58. Tomnay JE, Pitts MK, Fairley CK. New technology and partner notification--why aren't we using 
them? Int J STD AIDS. 2005;16(1):19-22. 

https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/Fulltext/2010/09000/Let_Them_Know__Evaluation_of_an_Online_Partner.7.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/Fulltext/2010/09000/Let_Them_Know__Evaluation_of_an_Online_Partner.7.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2018/05000/Sender_and_Receiver_Acceptability_and_Usability_of.13.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2018/05000/Sender_and_Receiver_Acceptability_and_Usability_of.13.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2011/05000/Evaluation_of_an_Online_Partner_Notification.1.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2011/05000/Evaluation_of_an_Online_Partner_Notification.1.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2013/02000/Acceptability_and_Intention_to_Seek_Medical_Care.18.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/stdjournal/fulltext/2013/02000/Acceptability_and_Intention_to_Seek_Medical_Care.18.aspx
https://www.stdhivtraining.org/x/STD_PM_Online_2011/HO_2_-_DIA_-_Guide_for_Internet_Partner_Services_-_NCSD.pdf
https://www.stdhivtraining.org/x/STD_PM_Online_2011/HO_2_-_DIA_-_Guide_for_Internet_Partner_Services_-_NCSD.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4967017/
http://dhhr.wv.gov/oeps/std-hiv-hep/protocols/Documents/Final_IPN_Protocol-LEH%20scr.pdf
http://dhhr.wv.gov/oeps/std-hiv-hep/protocols/Documents/Final_IPN_Protocol-LEH%20scr.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm5250a4.htm


Case and Contact Management for STIs: Internet-Based Contact Tracing 12 

59. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). Using the Internet for partner notification of 
sexually transmitted diseases--Los Angeles County, California, 2003. MMWR Morb Mortal Wkly Rep. 
2004;53(6):129-31. Available from: https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm5306a4.htm 

60. Mandeville KL, Harris M, Thomas HL, Chow Y, Seng C. Using social networking sites for 
communicable disease control: Innovative contact tracing or breach of confidentiality? Public Health 
Ethics. 2014;7(1):47-50. Available from: https://academic.oup.com/phe/article/7/1/47/1591388 

61. Stein ML, Rump BO, Kretzschmar ME, van Steenbergen JE. Social networking sites as a tool for 
contact tracing: urge for ethical framework for normative guidance. Public Health Ethics. 2013;7(1):57-
60. Available from: https://doi.org/10.1093/phe/pht035 

  

  

https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm5306a4.htm
https://academic.oup.com/phe/article/7/1/47/1591388
https://doi.org/10.1093/phe/pht035


Case and Contact Management for STIs: Internet-Based Contact Tracing 13 

Authors 
Fiona Guerra, Senior Program Specialist, Communicable Diseases and Emergency Preparedness and 
Response, Public Health Ontario  
Sandya Menon, Health Analyst, Communicable Diseases and Emergency Preparedness and Response, 
Public Health Ontario  
Jennifer Burbidge, Nurse Consultant, Communicable Diseases and Emergency Preparedness and 
Response, Public Health Ontario  

Reviewers 
Kayla Burt, Health Analyst, Communicable Diseases and Emergency Preparedness and Response, Public 
Health Ontario 
Rachelle Cuevas, Communications Advisor, Knowledge Services, Public Health Ontario 
Nicholas Brandon, Public Health Physician, Communicable Diseases and Emergency Preparedness and 
Response, Public Health Ontario  
Karin Hohenadel, Manager, Communicable Diseases and Emergency Preparedness and Response, Public 
Health Ontario  
Emily Karas, Director, Communicable Diseases and Emergency Preparedness and Response, Public 
Health Ontario 
Shelley Deeks, Chief, Communicable Diseases and Emergency Preparedness and Response, Public Health 
Ontario  

Special Thanks 
Library Services, Public Health Ontario  
Rebecca Mador, Knowledge Services, Public Health Ontario   

Citation 
Ontario Agency for Health Protection and Promotion (Public Health Ontario). Internet-based contact 
tracing for sexually-transmitted infections. Toronto, ON: Queen's Printer for Ontario; 2019. 

978-1-4868-3623-9  

©Queen’s Printer for Ontario, 2019 

Disclaimer 
This document was developed by Public Health Ontario (PHO). PHO provides scientific and technical 
advice to Ontario’s government, public health organizations and health care providers. PHO’s work is 
guided by the current best available evidence at the time of publication. The application and use of this 
document is the responsibility of the user. PHO assumes no liability resulting from any such application 
or use. This document may be reproduced without permission for non-commercial purposes only and 
provided that appropriate credit is given to PHO. No changes and/or modifications may be made to this 
document without express written permission from PHO. 



Case and Contact Management for STIs: Internet-Based Contact Tracing 14 

For Further Information  
Communicable Diseases  
Email: cd@oahpp.ca  

Public Health Ontario  
Public Health Ontario is a Crown corporation dedicated to protecting and promoting the health of all 
Ontarians and reducing inequities in health. Public Health Ontario links public health practitioners, front-
line health workers and researchers to the best scientific intelligence and knowledge from around the 
world.  
 
For more information about PHO, visit publichealthontario.ca. 

Public Health Ontario acknowledges the financial support of the Ontario Government.  

 

mailto:cd@oahpp.ca

