
What is syphilis?
Syphilis is a sexually transmitted infection 
(STI) that begins with a sore on the genitals 
(reproductive organs), rectum (last part of  
the large intestine), or mouth.1-3

Syphilis can be easily cured. However, it can 
cause major health problems if left untreated.

From 2019 to 2023, syphilis cases have 
nearly doubled in the United States.4

Data extracted from CDC’s Sexually Transmitted 
Infections Surveillance, 2023 report

2023 data shows that syphilis is more 
common in Native people than white 
people.4

Rates below are calculated per 100,000 people.
 

Data extracted from CDC’s Sexually Transmitted 
Infections Surveillance, 2023 report

How does syphilis spread?
Syphilis can spread through unprotected 
sexual contact (vaginal, anal, or oral) with  
a person who has syphilis. It can also be 
passed to a baby during pregnancy, birth,  
or sometimes through breastfeeding.1-3,5

What are the symptoms of syphilis?
There are four stages of syphilis.  
The symptoms of syphilis are different in  
each stage. The most common symptoms  
of each stage are given below. This section 
does not include all possible symptoms.1-3
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We have answers.

•	 Primary Stage: 
Symptoms include one 
or a few small, painless 
sores. These sores are usually in, on, or 
around the penis, vagina, anus, rectum,  
or lips of the mouth. The sores last three 
to six weeks. Syphilis can spread to a 
sexual partner or your baby during this 
stage. You will need treatment even if the 
sores go away to prevent going into the 
next stage.

•	 Secondary Stage: The most  
notable symptom is a skin 
rash that usually begins on the 
chest, stomach area, pelvis, 
or back. The rash can spread 
to the arms, legs, palms of hands, and 
soles of feet. Other symptoms include 
fever, sore throat, headaches, fatigue, 
and muscle aches. These symptoms can 
come and go for months or years if left 
untreated. Syphilis can spread to a sexual 
partner or your baby during this stage. 
You will need treatment even if these  
symptoms go away on their own to 
prevent going into the next stage.

•	 Latent (Hidden) Stage: This stage does 
not have any visible signs or symptoms. 
Syphilis can spread to others in this stage 
during the first year. After this time, it no 
longer spreads through sexual contact, 
but it can still spread to your baby during 
pregnancy. If left untreated, syphilis can 
become “hidden” for many years.
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•	 Tertiary (Late) Stage: In this stage,  
damage happens to many parts of the 
body including the brain, nerves, eyes, 
heart, blood vessels, liver, bones, and 
joints. This damage can lead to death. 
Most people with untreated syphilis  
do not reach this stage, which starts  
10 to 30 years after the infection began.

What is congenital syphilis?
Untreated syphilis in a pregnant woman can 
allow syphilis to spread to her baby during 
pregnancy or birth. This is called congenital 
syphilis.2,3,5

Congenital syphilis increases the risk of 
miscarriage, stillbirth, or death of the baby 
shortly after birth. Babies who are born with 
congenital syphilis may also have deformed 
bones, fever, anemia (fewer red blood cells 
than normal), discolored skin, or deafness.2,3,5

How is syphilis diagnosed?
Syphilis is usually diagnosed through a blood 
sample. If you have a syphilis sore, your health 
care provider may use a swab to get a fluid 
sample from the sore.1

How are syphilis and congenital  
syphilis treated?
Both syphilis and congenital syphilis are 
treated with antibiotics. It is important to 
get treatment as early as possible because 
damage done to the body may be permanent. 

Follow-up care is also needed to make  
sure the antibiotic was successful.1,3,5

How can we prevent the spread  
of syphilis in our communities?
It is important to take steps to keep  
you and your loved ones healthy.  
Take the following steps to help prevent  
the spread of syphilis in your community:
•	 The best ways to prevent syphilis are  

to either:
	— not have sexual contact
	— only have sexual contact with 

someone who is not infected and 
who only has sexual contact with you.

•	 Get tested for syphilis if you regularly have 
sexual contact with more than one partner.

•	 If you or your partner may have syphilis 
or another STI, get tested before having 
sexual contact.

•	 If you or your partner may have syphilis, 
use a condom when having sexual contact 
(from start to finish). Condoms can reduce 
the risk of spreading syphilis. However, 
condoms must be used exactly right every 
time and may not cover all syphilis sores.

•	 If you are pregnant or plan to become 
pregnant, get tested for syphilis and other 
STIs. This will lower the chance that an 
infection is spread to your baby.

•	 Contact your health care provider if you  
or your child have any syphilis symptoms 
or if you think you have syphilis.
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