
Syphilis

• These usually appear while the original ulcer/sore is 
healing

• These symptoms can last between 3-12 weeks

• Without treatment, you can infect other people for 
up to two years, and your infection will progress to 
the latent and very serious tertiary stages.

Latent stage

• The second stage symptoms will disappear, but you 
are still infected

• There are no symptoms at this stage, but if not 
treated, you might be infected permanently or can 
progress to the tertiary stage.

Tertiary stage

• It happens to 1/3 of people who haven’t been 
treated for syphilis

• It can occur up to 30 years after getting the 
infection
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What is syphilis?

Syphilis is a sexually transmitted infection (STI) caused 
by a bacteria called Treponema pallidum. It is highly 
infectious and can cause very serious health problems.

How do I look / How do I feel if I have syphilis?

The symptoms of syphilis depend on what stage of 
infection you are in. 

The stages are primary, 
secondary, latent and tertiary.

Primary stage

• You will have a sore or ulcer 
at the site of infection (penis, 
vagina, anus or cervix)

• It usually starts as a 
painless firm/round 
lump and then turns into 
an ulcer/sore (around 3 
weeks)

• The ulcer/sore lasts between 
3 – 6 weeks and will heal with 
or without treatment 

• Without treatment, you move 
to the secondary stage.

Secondary stage

• You may have all over body rashes, skin 
lesions, swollen glands, fever, patchy hair 
loss, joint and muscle aches, headaches or 
tiredness
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Many people who are infected 
do not have symptoms of the 
disease but can still spread it. GPTQ.QLD.EDU.AU

Syphilis spreads and damages all parts  
  of your body, including your brain, eyes,  
   heart, blood vessels, spinal cord, liver,  
    bones and joints

      Because of this damage to your internal  
      organs, sadly, it can result in death

      You’re not usually infectious to  
        others at this stage.



How is it treated? 

• If you have symptoms or have 
unprotected sex, it is vital to have 
regular sexual health checks.

• Syphilis is treated with penicillin 
injections. Depending on what 
stage of infection you are at, 
you might need more than one 
injection. Afterwards, you will get 
follow up blood tests to check 
the treatment has worked. If 
you have had syphilis, you will 
always show positive on tests, 
but the blood tests will show 
the difference between a new 
infection and a older treated 
infection.

• You should also tell your 
sexual partners if you test positive 
to get tested and treated if they need to.  If you 
would prefer not to do this or feel shame, your 
health clinic can help you do this anonymously.

• The lab that processed your swabs is also required 
to notify positive cases of syphilis to their local 
public health unit to help keep track of our 
communities’ infections. 

Who is at risk of getting syphilis?

Anyone can get syphilis, but some groups of people 
are more at risk than others, including:

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders

• Babies of mothers who have not had proper syphilis 
testing and treatment while pregnant

• Men who have sex with other men

• Female sexual partners of men who have had sex 
with men.

Syphilis spreads through skin-to-skin contact or during 
unprotected vaginal, anal or oral sex. You are very 
contagious and can easily infect others for up to two 
years after getting the infection. If can also pass from 
mother to unborn baby.

How can I prevent getting it?

You can avoid getting infected by

• Using condoms 

• Avoiding sex with people who have ulcers or sores 
on their genitals

• Limiting the number of sexual partners you have

• Getting regular STI check-ups 

How do I get tested?

Syphilis is diagnosed with a blood test or by swabbing 
active ulceration or sore on a person’s genitals. If you 
have syphilis, it will show positive on a blood test by 
month 3 of being infected – but usually much sooner.
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If you’ve had unprotected sex, or think 
you have symptoms, get it checked 
out as Syphilis is easily treated with 
penicillin in the early stages.
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