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To the Editor: Social distancing has played 
an important role in reducing the 
transmission of COVID-19.  However, in the 
COVID-19 era, we have diagnosed multiple 
cases of syphilis and molluscum 
contagiosum histopathologically, the vast 
majority of which were not suspected by 
referring clinicians.  As syphilis is spread by 
direct sexual contact and molluscum 
contagiosum by close physical contact 
(including sexual contact),1 if the general 
public had been uniformly adhering to social 
distancing and hand hygiene 
recommendations from the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC),2 we 

would theoretically expect no new diagnoses 
of these diseases.   
 
However, the number of syphilis (8) and 
molluscum contagiosum (88) cases were 
greater between the dates of March 1 to 
August 28, 2020, compared with number of 
cases of syphilis (5) and molluscum 
contagiosum (87) diagnosed between March 
1 to August 28, 2019.  The incidence of both 
of these diagnoses increased as the volume 
of specimens had decreased in 2020 
(83,227) from 2019 (107,435) during this 
time period. 
 

ABSTRACT 

Social distancing has played an important role in reducing the transmission of COVID-19, and, if the 
general public uniformly followed social distancing guidelines, we would theoretically expect no new 
diagnoses of sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) during this time period.  However, during the 
COVID-19 era, we have diagnosed multiple cases of syphilis and molluscum contagiosum 
histopathologically with an increased incidence in our practice from the dates of March 1 to August 28, 
2020, compared with these dates in 2019.  The vast majority of these cases were not suspected by 
referring clinicians.  Dermatologists are experts in the recognition of the cutaneous manifestations of 
venereal diseases which is critical to appropriate diagnosis and management, and they should 
continue to provide care during this pandemic.   
 
Individuals who acquire STDs during this time may increase the strain on already limited health care 
resources by disregarding social distancing recommendations.  All medical providers must consider 
how we can better encourage individuals to abide by social distancing recommendations, optimize 
care for patients during the pandemic, and prevent the misallocation of valued health care resources. 
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This evidence suggests that, despite the 
consistent message regarding social 
distancing provided by the CDC, health care 
providers, and others, a proportion of the 
population is not abiding by these 
recommendations as well as engaging in 
unsafe risky sexual behavior.  As primary 
syphilis occurs about 3 weeks after infection, 
and secondary syphilis occurs 
approximately 2 to 10 weeks after the 
primary chancre, some of these cases of 
syphilis may have been contracted prior to 
implementation of social distancing 
guidelines although this is unlikely.3  We 
theorize that quarantine and social 
distancing restrictions as well as stress from 
the pandemic itself and consequences of it 
(such as losing one’s job) may have led to a 
sensation of isolation, which influenced 
individuals to seek out human interaction in 
an ill-advised manner, including unsafe 
sexual practices.   
 
According to Karen Surita, acting sexually 
transmitted disease program (STD) 
manager for the Texas Department of State 
Health Services (oral communication, 
September 2020), resources for contract 
tracing for STDs in the Texas Department of 
State Health Services have been deployed 
to cases of COVID-19 during the pandemic.  
Therefore, these cases may not be traced 
as they normally would be.  Contact tracing 
for syphilis and other reportable diseases 
continues to be important to ensure 
appropriate treatment and evaluation of 
sexual contacts and to prevent spread of 
these diseases.  COVID-19 is bringing to the 
forefront the difficulties STD public health 
programs have experienced for 
years.  Individuals who acquire STDs during 
this time may increase the strain on already 
limited health care resources by 
disregarding social distancing 
recommendations. 

Limited access to care and resources, 
especially in rural communities, has been a 
difficulty faced by public health programs in 
Texas.  Therefore, education of the 
community, including patients, health care 
providers, and others, regarding testing 
guidelines for individuals who may be at risk 
for STDs, as well as treatment and reporting 
of these conditions has been priority the 
Texas Department of State Health Services.  
This is becoming increasingly important with 
more limited staff and clinic availability in the 
context of COVID-19 and social distancing 
guidelines.   
 
As many dermatology practices reduced in-
office patient visits during the pandemic, it is 
possible that venereal diseases with 
cutaneous manifestations were not 
evaluated by dermatologists, misdiagnosed 
or unrecognized, and that the incidence of 
these conditions is likely higher than we 
observed in our practice.  Dermatologists 
are experts in the recognition of the 
cutaneous manifestations of STDs, which is 
critical to appropriate diagnosis and 
management, and they should continue to 
provide care during this pandemic.  If 
patients sought care elsewhere and were 
misdiagnosed, this could have led to a delay 
in treatment for both patients and their 
partners as well as complications from 
progression of the disease process. 
 
Dermatologists may play an integral role in 
the prevention, early recognition, and 
treatment of STDs through routinely 
discussing safe sex practices with patients, 
appropriately screening patients who are 
suspected to be at risk for an STD by 
obtaining a complete sexual history and 
testing them, and remaining up to date on 
the guidelines for the recommendations of 
testing and treatments for STDs.  All medical 
providers must consider how we can better 
encourage individuals to practice social 
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distancing not only to prevent the spread of 
COVID-19 but also to prevent misallocation 
of valued health care resources. 
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