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Bacterial vaginitis

Overwiew

Bacterial vaginitis, more commonly known as bacterial vaginosis (BV), is a condition resulting from a
disruption in the natural balance of bacteria within the vagina. It is not a traditional infection caused by an
invading microbe, but rather an ecological shift where protective bacteria are diminished and other types
proliferate. This imbalance alters the vaginal environment and leads to a characteristic set of symptoms, most
notably a distinct odor and unusual discharge.

What is it

What is Bacterial Vaginitis? Bacterial vaginitis, clinically referred to as bacterial vaginosis (BV), is a
condition defined by a significant alteration of the normal vaginal microbiome. A healthy vaginal
environment is typically dominated by beneficial bacteria called Lactobacilli, which produce lactic acid. This
process maintains a protective, low-pH environment that suppresses the growth of other organisms. In
bacterial vaginosis, the population of these Lactobacilli declines sharply. This decline allows a diverse group
of other bacteria, particularly anaerobic species like Gardnerella vaginalis, to overgrow and become the
dominant microbes. It is this fundamental shift in the microbial ecosystem—not an invasion by a single
external pathogen—that causes the characteristic signs of the condition. It is important to understand that BV
is not considered a classic sexually transmitted infection (STI), although it is more prevalent in sexually
active individuals. The condition is also distinct from a vaginal yeast infection, which is a fungal overgrowth
that typically causes thick, white discharge and intense itching, rather than the thin, grayish discharge and
distinct fishy odor associated with BV.

Causes:

The development of bacterial vaginosis is not an infection in the traditional sense, but rather a disruption of
the vaginal ecosystem. The condition is triggered by factors that cause a significant decrease in the
population of protective Lactobacilli, allowing other bacteria to flourish.

Vaginal Douching: - The practice of douching is a major catalyst. This aggressive internal cleansing
physically flushes out the established, beneficial Lactobacilli colonies and can sharply alter the natural
acidic pH of the vagina, creating an environment that is much more favorable for the overgrowth of
anaerobic bacteria.

Sexual Activity: - While not an STI, certain sexual activities are strongly associated with triggering
BV. Semen is naturally alkaline, and its introduction can temporarily neutralize the vagina’s protective
acidity. Furthermore, a new sexual partner can introduce different bacterial strains that disrupt the
established microbiome.

Broad-Spectrum Antibiotic Use: - Taking antibiotics for an infection elsewhere in the body can be a
cause. These powerful, non-selective medications can kill the beneficial Lactobacilli in the vagina as
collateral damage, creating a microbial vacuum that allows less-susceptible anaerobic bacteria to
rapidly multiply and take over.

Intrauterine Devices (IUDs): - Some evidence suggests that the presence of an IUD, a form of long-
term birth control, may increase the risk for some individuals. It is theorized that the device can alter
the vaginal environment or encourage the formation of biofilms, which can disrupt the normal balance



of flora.

Risk Factors:

While any woman can develop bacterial vaginosis, certain factors and behaviors significantly increase the
likelihood of disrupting the delicate vaginal microbiome, predisposing an individual to the condition.

An Individual's Sexual Practices: - The risk for BV rises with specific sexual behaviors. Having a
new sexual partner or multiple partners can introduce different bacterial communities that compete
with and can overwhelm the resident protective flora. The condition is also more common among
women who have female sexual partners.

Adherence to Certain Vaginal Hygiene Routines: - The practice of vaginal douching is a major risk
factor. This routine aggressively washes away the beneficial Lactobacilli and disrupts the natural acidic
mantle that protects the vagina, making it easier for anaerobic bacteria to overgrow.

Racial and Ethnic Background: - For reasons that are not yet fully understood by researchers, BV is
diagnosed more frequently in certain populations. Studies consistently show a higher prevalence of the
condition among Black and Hispanic women compared to Caucasian women.

Natural Lack of Protective Bacteria: - Some individuals may naturally have lower concentrations of
Lactobacilli in their vaginal flora. This inherent biological state provides a less robust defense against
the environmental or behavioral factors that can trigger an imbalance.

:

:

:

:

Additional Information

Commonly Used Medications for Bacterial Vaginitis (Vaginosis) Treatment is aimed at reducing the
overgrown anaerobic bacteria to allow the protective Lactobacilli to repopulate. Medications are prescribed
by a healthcare provider. Metronidazole (Oral or Gel): This oral antibiotic is a cornerstone of treatment,
specifically targeting the anaerobic bacteria responsible for the condition. It is also available as a vaginal gel.
Clindamycin (Cream): Applied intravaginally, this antibiotic cream delivers treatment directly to the site of
the imbalance, helping to restore the normal flora while minimizing systemic side effects. Secnidazole (Oral
Granules): A more recent option, this is a single-dose oral antibiotic medication, offering a convenient way to
complete the full course of therapy at once. Where to Find More Information? CDC – Bacterial Vaginosis
(BV): The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention offers a direct fact sheet covering symptoms, risk
factors, treatment, and prevention strategies for BV. https://www.cdc.gov/bacterial-vaginosis/about/
American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists (ACOG): From the leading professional organization
for OB/GYNs, this patient FAQ page provides expert-vetted answers to common questions about the
condition. https://www.acog.org/womens-health/faqs/vaginitis Office on Women’s Health (OWH): The
OWH provides a comprehensive, easy-to-read guide that explains BV in the context of overall vaginal health



and its potential impact on pregnancy. https://www.womenshealth.gov/a-z-topics/bacterial-vaginosis Support
Healthcare Providers (OB/GYN or PCP): The most crucial support is a direct relationship with a provider
who can offer an accurate diagnosis, distinguish BV from other infections, and create a personalized
treatment plan. Sexual Health Clinics: National and local clinics, such as those operated by Planned
Parenthood, offer confidential testing, diagnosis, and treatment, providing an accessible resource for care.
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/learn/health-and-wellness/vaginitis/what-bacterial-vaginosis ASHA
(American Sexual Health Association): This organization provides reliable information and context about
various aspects of sexual health, helping individuals understand conditions like BV and their implications.
https://www.ashasexualhealth.org/

Disclaimer

Disclaimer: The information on this site is provided for informational purposes only and is not medical
advice. It does not replace professional medical consultation, diagnosis, or treatment. Do not self-medicate
based on the information presented on this site. Always consult with a doctor or other qualified healthcare
professional before making any decisions about your health.
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