Ladies: Know the Facts and Symptoms of

Common Vaginal Infections

The vagina serves as a passage way outside of the body and to the inner reproductive organs.  All women produce natural lubrication and mucus from the membranes that line the vagina.  This discharge is transparent or slightly milky and may be somewhat slippery depending on when stage the female is in her menstrual cycle.  When the discharge is dry, it may be yellowish.  Changes in the vaginal secretions can occur for many reasons including, the menstrual cycle, stressors, nutrition, pregnancy, medication, immune system, sexual arousal and birth control.  Many bacteria grow in the vagina of a normal, healthy woman.  Some of these bacteria help to keep the vagina at its natural acidic pH balance and other bacteria found in the vagina from multiplying.  In mid-cycle of a woman’s menstrual cycle, the vagina become less acidic causing it to be more prone to infections.  If the “bad” bacteria began to multiply, the vaginal walls may become irritated.  At times like these, many women my experience an abnormal discharge, mild or severe itching, burning and/or and odor which is a sign of a possible vaginal infection. The three most common vaginal infections in women are bacterial vaginosis, yeast infection and trichomoniasis, with the most common being bacterial vaginosis.   The problem is that nearly have the women who have these infection do not know it because they have no symptoms.

Bacterial vaginosis accounts for approximately 40-50% of vaginal infections.  BV was previously referred to as Gardnerella or non-specific vaginitis.  It is caused by an overgrowth of a small number of bacteria usually present in the vagina which are usually kept in check by Lactobacilli.  It is unclear if BV is transmitted sexually, but it has been associated with sexual activity.  Sexual intercourse or activity, a change in sexual partners, douching, IUD for contraception and even smoking can increase a woman risk in the overgrowth of these particular bacteria.  Although some women have no symptoms, the presence of a fishy odor, abnormal discharge (white, gray, or thin), burning during urination and itching can be signs of this infection.  BV may sometimes clear up without treatment, but may later lead to PID, infertility or premature delivery if left untreated.  BV is treatable and is generally not transmitted through male/female contact.  This has been found to be transferred through female partners though.  When been examined by your doctor, they are looking for the absence of lactobacilli, a fishy odor and a decrease in the vaginal acidity.

The second most common vaginal infection is the yeast or Candida infection.  75% of women are likely to have a yeast infection at least once in their lifetime, with 45% having two or more.  Yeast is always present in the vagina, but like any other infection, if the bacteria overgrow, it becomes a problem.  Women are more prone to get a yeast infection when under stress, poor nutrition, lack of sleep, illness, diabetes, pregnant, taking medication or have HIV infection.   About 5% of women with yeast infection develop reoccurring infection, which are defined by 4 or more in one year.  This is usually common in women with diabetes or a weaken immune system.  Research is still being conducted to find more information about its cause.  The most common symptoms of a yeast infection are itching, burning, irritation, thick, and a whitish-gray discharge which is cottage cheese like.   This infection can easily be treated with over the counter medication, but if it is a woman first infection, it is recommended that she visit a medical facility.  The doctor usually checks for inflammation and a white discharge in and around the vagina or they could check for the Candida fungi.  If you do not like taking medications orally, you have the option of creams or suppositories.  

Last, but not least, is trichomoniasis or “trich”, which account for 10-15% of vaginal infections.  This is classified as a parasitic STD that usually infects the urogenital tract.  This can be found in both men and women and appear asymptomatic.  It usually presents symptoms around 4 to 20 days after exposure.  For women, the symptoms are a heavy, yellow-green or gray discharge, discomfort during intercourse, vaginal odor and painful urination.  This STD can be treated with a single dose of doctor prescribed medication or creams but both partners must be treated.


If you think you have a vaginal infection, it is best to go to the doctor and get diagnosed before doing it yourself.  You may think you have a yeast infection, when you could easily have another vaginal infection or an STD.  It is very important to know your body if you are using over the counter medications or creams.  Remember that what worked for your best friend may not work for you, so find what works for you.  When you have a vaginal infection, there are a couple of things to keep in mind:

~ Always use a condom, especially when you have a new partner.

~ Stay healthy: nutrition, sleep, and hygiene

~ Keep the vagina clean and dry.

~ Wear cotton underwear.

~ Avoid tight clothing.

~ Wipe from front to back after urination and bowel movements.

~ Avoid deodorant: pads, tampons, sprays and soaps.

~ Do not use non-soluble lubricants, like petroleum jelly and baby oil during sex.

~ Avoid sexual intercourse until treatment is completed.

~ Do not scratch infected or irritated areas.

~ If symptoms do not get better in 7 days, go see a doctor.
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