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The focus of this study is the problem of the rising incidence of syphilis due to its co-morbidity with HIV infection. Previous research on this problem has neglected psychiatric patients. 
This study compared the syphilis prevalence among psychiatric patient groups at a specialist psychiatric hospital in South Africa; compared psychiatric diagnoses of the infected and non-infected; assessed self-reported high-risk sexual behaviour; established syphilis-HIV co-morbidity; and investigated the performance of the non-treponemal RPR test for screening, compared to the confirmatory TPHA test. It was found that the prevalence of syphilis was 11.7% and there was significant co-morbidity between HIV and syphilis. It is recommended that psychiatric patients be tested for both of these conditions. Compared to the TPHA test the non-treponemal RPR test performed very poorly, indicating that the current practice of screening for syphilis with a single RPR test is inadequate in the psychiatric population. It is recommended that both RPR and TPHA tests be performed.
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