
What is Vaginitis?

Prevention and Hygiene Tips

This patient guide aims to educate Service members on vaginitis and vaginal health. It covers definitions, 
normal vs. abnormal symptoms, prevention strategies, and unique operational risk factors. Being informed 

ultimately helps to improve overall health and medical readiness.
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Vaginitis is an inflammation of the vagina. Vaginitis may cause itching, burning, a bad odor, or a large 
amount of discharge. Bacterial Vaginosis (BV) is the most common vaginal condition in women ages 15 
to 44, however it can develop at any age. There are many possible causes of vaginitis, and the type of 
treatment depends on the cause. Abnormal symptoms should be evaluated by a health care provider.

Common Types Of Vaginitis

• Atrophic Vaginitis may develop when 
hormone levels are low, such as during 
breastfeeding and after menopause.

• Atrophic vaginitis is treated with estrogen 
that is applied inside the vagina.

• SYMPTOMS may include:

o Dryness

o Itching

o Burning

• Trichomoniasis is a sexual transmitted 
infection (STI) caused by a microscopic 
parasite.

• “Trich” can be cured with an oral antibiotic 
medication such as Metronidazole.

• SYMPTOMS may include:

o Fishy smelling, foamy white or green vaginal
discharge

o Burning, redness or swelling of the vulva

o Pain during urination

• Yeast infections are caused by an overgrowth
of microscopic fungus (Candida) in the vagina, 
resulting in inflammation. NOT a STI but can be
passed by partners.

• 70% of women have had at least 1 yeast
infection in their lifetime. 

• SYMPTOMS may include:

o Increased vaginal discharge (thick, clumpy, 
yellow or white discharge)

o Severe vaginal or vulvar itching

o Swelling, burning and/or redness

o Pain during urination or sex

• BV is caused by an imbalance in the types of 
normal bacteria that live in the vagina.

• RISK factors include multiple sexual
partners, a new sexual partner, 
douching, havingan IUD in place, and
being pregnant.

• BV is treated with vaginal or oral medications (both
require a prescription). For women in stable 
relationships with recurrent BV infections, partner
treatment may also be indicated.

• SYMPTOMS may include:

o Increased vaginal discharge (gray or white)

o Strong fishy odor

o Vaginal burning or irritation

Bacterial Vaginosis (BV) Yeast Infections

Trichomoniasis or “Trich” Atrophic Vaginitis
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• Use cotton underwear  
• Change out of sweaty gym clothes promptly after 

workouts
• Practice proper hygiene of intimacy products

• Avoid harsh abrasion with wipes 
• Avoid excess itching or scratching 
• Avoid aggressive cleaning
• Avoid douching

https://www.acog.org/womens-health/faqs/vaginitis


Risks for Service Women

Resources & References

Normal vs. Abnormal Vaginal Symptoms

• DRES Handbook
• DRES App

• Pre-deployment Checklist

What is Abnormal?
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What is Normal?

ABNORMAL SYMPTOMS SHOULD BE EVALUATED BY A HEALTH CARE PROVIDER

• Female warfighters experience austere conditions across multiple 
environments in which they serve, including field training, deployment, and 
home duty stations.

• Female warfighters are at increased risk of urogenital infections (UGIs) 
when serving in austere environments with varying levels of access to water, 
sanitation, and hygiene resources.

• Urogenital infections (bacterial vaginitis, vulvovaginal candidiasis, and urinary 
tract) among Service women were among the top five reported medical 
encounters and one of the top seven reasons for medical evacuation from 
deployed locations between 2008 and 2013, accounting for 7% of all medical 
encounters and 5.8% of all medical evacuations among women.

• Change in discharge odor (strong 
smell of fish, yeast, or another odor)

• Changes in discharge consistency
(resembles cottage cheese or looks 
foamy or frothy)

• Changes in discharge color (appears 
yellow, green, gray, brown or blood 
stained)

• Bleeding between periods, after sex, 
or after menopause

• New pain during sex
• Vaginal itching, swelling, or 

redness
• New bumps, blisters, or growths in 

vaginal area

• It’s normal to have some vaginal 
discharge.

• It’s normal for your vagina to have a 
sweaty odor. 

• The amount and consistency of the 
discharge varies from one woman to 
another. 

• Women who are menopausal may 
experience minimal vaginal discharge 
or itching as a result of lower levels of 
estrogen.

• The amount can also vary with use of 
birth control, at different 
times during the menstrual cycle, or 
pregnancy. 

Resources: References:
• ACOG Vaginitis FAQ
• DRES Handbook
• Patient education: Vaginal discharge 

in adult women (Beyond the Basics)

• Impacts of Austerity on Urogenital 
Infection Rates in Active Duty
Servicewomen (2023)
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