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Bacterial vulvovaginitis

Overwiew

Bacterial vulvovaginitis is an inflammatory condition impacting both the internal vagina and the external
vulvar tissues. It arises not from a foreign infection, but from a significant disruption of the vagina’s normal
microbial ecosystem, leading to an overgrowth of certain resident bacteria. The condition is a prevalent
source of vaginal discharge, irritation, and a distinct odor, affecting women of reproductive age most
frequently.

What is it

What is Bacterial vulvovaginitis? Bacterial vulvovaginitis is a clinical diagnosis describing inflammation of
the vulva (the external female genital area) and the vagina, driven by a fundamental shift in the vaginal
microbial community. It is crucial to understand that this condition is not a classic infection caused by a
single invading pathogen from an outside source. Instead, it represents an ecological imbalance, defined by a
significant overgrowth of various organisms that are normally present in the vagina in only very small,
harmless numbers. A healthy vaginal environment is typically dominated by specific bacteria from the
Lactobacillus genus, which produce lactic acid, creating an acidic and protective setting. In bacterial
vulvovaginitis, a dramatic decline in these protective lactobacilli occurs. This decrease allows a diverse mix
of other, predominantly anaerobic, bacteria to proliferate to abnormally high concentrations. This massive
overgrowth is directly responsible for the characteristic signs of the condition, including changes in vaginal
discharge and odor.

Causes:

The development of bacterial vulvovaginitis is not the result of acquiring a new germ, but rather a
consequence of a dramatic internal shift within the vagina's established microbial community. The process is
a sequential cascade of events.

Loss of the Acidic Protective Barrier: - The primary event is a significant decrease in the population
of beneficial Lactobacillus bacteria. The metabolic activity of these specific germs is responsible for
producing the lactic acid that maintains the vagina's healthy, low-pH environment, which naturally
suppresses other microbes.

Unchecked Proliferation of Other Bacteria: - Once the acidic shield is lowered, a diverse mix of
other resident bacteria (such as Gardnerella vaginalis and Atopobium vaginae) are no longer inhibited.
They begin to multiply rapidly, shifting from being a minor part of the flora to becoming the
overwhelming majority.

Creation of a Symptomatic Biofilm: - This newly dominant group of bacteria collaborates to form a
structured biofilm on the vaginal wall. The metabolic byproducts of these specific organisms,
particularly compounds called amines, are directly responsible for increasing the vaginal pH and
producing the characteristic fishy odor and irritating discharge that define the condition.

Risk Factors:

While any woman can develop this condition, certain behaviors, practices, and intrinsic factors can
significantly disrupt the vaginal ecosystem, making it more prone to the bacterial imbalance that defines



vulvovaginitis.

The Practice of Douching: - The habit of internal vaginal cleansing with commercial or homemade
solutions is a primary risk factor. This practice aggressively flushes out the entire resident microbial
population, including the essential, protective Lactobacillus bacteria, leaving the area vulnerable to
recolonization by less desirable organisms.

New or Multiple Sexual Partners: - While not a sexually transmitted infection, the condition is
strongly associated with sexual activity. Introducing a new partner can alter the delicate balance of the
vaginal environment, potentially disrupting the existing flora and creating conditions favorable for an
overgrowth.

Intercourse Without Barrier Methods: - Consistently engaging in sexual intercourse without using
condoms exposes the vagina to semen, which is naturally alkaline. This can temporarily but
significantly raise the vaginal pH, neutralizing its protective acidity and creating a window of
opportunity for the unwanted bacteria to multiply.

A Natural Predisposition: - Some individuals appear to have a naturally lower baseline concentration
of the protective Lactobacillus species. This inherent characteristic means their vaginal flora is less
robust and more easily shifted into a state of imbalance following even minor disturbances.
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Additional Information

Commonly Used Medications for Bacterial vulvovaginitis Treatment is focused on reducing the overgrowth
of problematic bacteria and restoring a healthier vaginal balance, typically accomplished with a course of
antibiotics. Metronidazole: Available as oral tablets or a vaginal gel, this antibiotic is a primary treatment that
works by disrupting the genetic material of the anaerobic bacteria that have overgrown. Clindamycin: Often
administered as a cream inserted into the vagina, this medication functions by halting the growth of the
offending bacteria, preventing them from multiplying further. Secnidazole: This medication is available as a
single-dose oral regimen, offering a convenient treatment option that kills the problematic bacteria by
damaging their DNA. Where to Find More Information? For clear, evidence-based information on this
common condition, please refer to these national health authorities: U.S. Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC): The CDC provides a comprehensive fact sheet on bacterial vaginosis (the clinical term for
this condition) that covers symptoms, treatment, and prevention. https://www.cdc.gov/bacterial-
vaginosis/about/. American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists (ACOG): ACOG, the leading society
for women’s health specialists, offers a patient-friendly FAQ page explaining different types of vaginitis.
https://www.acog.org/womens-health/faqs/vaginitis. Support Navigating the diagnosis and treatment of this
condition requires guidance from qualified healthcare professionals. Your Gynecologist or Primary Care
Doctor: This is your main resource for an accurate diagnosis via a physical exam and lab tests, as well as for
receiving a prescription for the appropriate treatment. Women’s Health or Sexual Health Clinics: These



specialized clinics (such as Planned Parenthood) provide confidential testing, diagnosis, and treatment for
vaginal health issues, often with a high level of expertise in this area.

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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