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Research news in clinical context
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COVID-19 IMPACT ON CISGENDER GAY 
MEN AND OTHER MEN WHO HAVE SEX 
WITH MEN (MSM) ON A GLOBAL SCALE
The COVID-19 pandemic is thought to 
disproportionately threaten the health 
of underserved and underinvestigated 
populations. To investigate the impact 
of COVID-19 transmission mitigation 
measures on MSM, an international team 
did a cross-sectional study that included 
2732 MSM from 103 countries who 
responded to a questionnaire distributed 
through a gay social networking app. Find-
ings suggest that the spread of COVID-
19, and the global response to contain 
it, has variably disrupted economic, 
mental health, general health and clinical 
services among MSM populations, with a 
greater impact on those living with HIV, 
racial/ethnic minorities, immigrants, sex 
workers and socioeconomically disadvan-
taged groups. As COVID-19 may deepen 
health disparities and social inequalities, 
continued monitoring and creative strat-
egies are needed to mitigate reduction in 
access to services for MSM with inter-
secting vulnerabilities.

Santos GM, Ackerman B, Rao A, et al. 
Economic, mental health, HIV prevention 
and HIV treatment impacts of COVID-19 
and the COVID-19 response on a global 
sample of cisgender gay men and other 
men who have sex with men. AIDS Beha 
2020; 11:1–​11.​https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​
s10461-​020-​02969-0

INFLUENCE OF SEXUAL POSITIONING 
ON SYPHILIS ACQUISITION AND ITS 
STAGE AT DIAGNOSIS
In a retrospective study of MSM in 
Melbourne, Australia, researchers exam-
ined the association between sexual 
positioning and a diagnosis of primary 

(n=338) or secondary (n=221) syphilis. 
Of 247 penile chancres, 244 (98.7%) 
occurred in MSM who reported versatile 
or exclusive top sexual positioning. Of 
77 anal chancres, 75 (97.4%) occurred in 
MSM who reported versatile or exclusive 
bottom sexual positioning. MSM who 
practised receptive anal sex were more 
likely to present with secondary rather 
than primary syphilis (OR 3.90; p<0.001, 
adjusted for age, HIV status and condom 
use). This suggests that because anorectal 
chancres are less noticeable, they are less 
likely to prompt evaluation. Findings 
highlight the need for improved screening 
of MSM who report receptive anal sex 
to ensure early syphilis detection and 
treatment.

Cornelisse VJ, Chow EPF, Latimer RL, et 
al. Getting to the bottom of it: sexual posi-
tioning and stage of syphilis at diagnosis, 
and implications for syphilis screening. 
Clin Infect Dis 2020;71(2):318–322. 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​1093/​cid/​ciz802

A NOVEL RAPID, POINT-OF-CARE TEST 
(POCT) FOR CONFIRMATORY TESTING 
OF ACTIVE SYPHILIS INFECTION
The re-emergence of syphilis is a global 
public health concern especially in 
resource-limited settings. Current POCTs 
detect Treponema pallidum (TP) total 
antibodies but do not distinguish between 
active and past/treated syphilis, resulting 
in potential overtreatment and contrib-
uting to shortages of penicillin. A new, 
investigational POCT based on the detec-
tion of TP-IgA was evaluated against stan-
dard laboratory-based serological tests in 
458 stored plasma samples from China 
and 503 venous blood samples from 
South Africa. Sensitivity and specificity 
of TP-IgA POCT for identifying active 
syphilis were 96.1% (95% CI: 91.7% to 
98.5%) and 84.7% (95% CI: 80.1% to 
88.6%) in Chinese samples, and 100% 
(95% CI: 59% to 100%) and 99.4% (95% 
CI: 98.2% to 99.9%) in South African 
samples, respectively. These preliminary 
findings suggest that this TP-IgA-based 
POCT meets the WHO target product 
profile for confirmatory diagnosis of 
active syphilis.

Pham MD, Wise A, Garcia ML, et al. 
Improving the coverage and accuracy 
of syphilis testing: the development of a 

novel rapid, point-of-care test for confir-
matory testing of active syphilis infec-
tion and its early evaluation in China 
and South Africa. EClinicalMedicine 
2020;24:100440. https://​doi.​org/​10.​
1016/​j.​eclinm.​2020.​100440

EARLY ANTIRETROVIRAL THERAPY 
(ART) INITIATION AND WIDE 
COVERAGE REDUCES POPULATION-
LEVEL HIV INFECTIONS IN FRANCE
In 2013, France implemented the early initi-
ation of ART irrespective of CD4 counts to 
fast-track progress toward UNAIDS (Joint 
United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS) 
90-90-90 goals (90% of people with HIV 
diagnosed, 90% on ART, 90% virologi-
cally suppressed).1 An analysis of 61 822 
HIV-diagnosed people within the national 
Dat’AIDS prospective cohort study shows 
that 91.9% of HIV-diagnosed people were 
receiving ART by 2014 and 90.5% were 
virologically suppressed by 2013. This was 
accompanied by a 36% and 25% decrease 
in the number of primary (diagnosed 
with symptoms of acute HIV) and recent 
HIV infection (diagnosed with CD4 cell 
count ≥500/mm3), respectively, between 
2013 and 2017. These findings on two 
of three goals support the effectiveness of 
‘Treatment as Prevention’ in dramatically 
reducing HIV incidence at the population 
level.

Le Guillou A, Pugliese P, Raffi F, Cabie 
A, Cuzin L, Katlama C, et al. Reaching 
the second and third joint United Nations 
Programme on Human Immunodeficiency 
Virus (HIV)/AIDS 90-90-90 targets is 
accompanied by a dramatic reduction in 
primary HIV infection and in recent HIV 
infections in a large French nationwide 
HIV cohort. Clinical Infectious Diseases 
2019;71(2):293–300. https://​doi.​org/​10.​
1093/​cid/​ciz800

NO EVIDENCE OF AN ASSOCIATION 
BETWEEN HUMAN PAPILLOMAVIRUS 
(HPV) VACCINATION AND INFERTILITY
Despite well-established evidence of effec-
tiveness and safety, HPV vaccine uptake 
remains below target in many countries, 
often due to safety concerns. To evaluate 
claims that HPV vaccination increases 
female infertility, researchers analysed 
2013–2016 National Health and Nutri-
tion Examination Survey data from 1114 
US women aged 20 to 33 years—those 
young enough to have been offered HPV 
vaccines and old enough to have been asked 
about infertility. The 8.1% of women who 
self-reported infertility were neither more 
nor less likely to have received an HPV 
vaccine. Vaccinated women who had ever 
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been married were less likely to report 
infertility. Findings should engender 
confidence among healthcare providers, 
whose recommendation is a key factor in 
patients’ acceptance of HPV vaccination.

Schmuhl N, Mooney KE, Zhang X, 
Cooney LG, Conway JH, and LoCont NK. 
No association between HPV vaccination 
and infertility in U.S. females 18–33 years 
old. Vaccine 2020;38(24):4038–4043. 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/​j.​vaccine.​2020.​
03.​035

A PAY-IT-FORWARD APPROACH TO 
IMPROVE UPTAKE OF GONORRHOEA 
AND CHLAMYDIA TESTING
Despite WHO recommendations that 
MSM receive gonorrhoea and chlamydia 
testing, affordability remains a barrier in 
many countries. In a randomised trial, 
researchers tested three incentivising strat-
egies, randomising 301 MSM in MSM-run 
community-based organisations in Guang-
zhou and Beijing, China. Gonorrhoea and 
chlamydia test uptake was 56% in the 
pay-it-forward arm (free testing and an 
invitation to donate to a future person’s 
test), 46% in a pay-what-you-want arm 
and 18% in the standard-cost arm (¥150, 

€1.2). The estimated difference in test 
uptake between pay-it-forward and stan-
dard cost was 38.4% (95% CI lower 
bound 28.4%). Almost 95% of MSM in 
the pay-it-forward arm donated to testing 
for future participants. The pay-it-forward 
strategy significantly increased gonor-
rhoea and chlamydia testing uptake in 
China and has potential to drive testing in 
other settings.

Yang F, Zhang TP, Tang W, Ong JJ, Alex-
ander M, Forastiere L, Kumar N, Li KT, 
Zou F, Yang L, Mi G, Wang Y, Huang W, 
Lee A, Zhu W, Luo D, Vickerman P, Wu 
D, Yang B, Christakis NA, Tucker JD. 
Pay-it-forward gonorrhoea and chlamydia 
testing among men who have sex with men 
in China: a randomised controlled trial. 
Lancet Infect Dis 2020;20(8)976-982. 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/​S1473-​3099(​20)​
30172-9
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