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Vaginal thrush

Introduction
Vaginal thrush affects millions of women during their lifetime and many women will have several bouts of thrush every year. Some women suffer from thrush on a monthly basis, which can be enormously uncomfortable, inconvenient and even embarrassing.
What is vaginal thrush?
Thrush is an infection caused by a yeast (fungus) called candida albicans, which occurs naturally in the gut, in the skin and in the vagina. Under normal circumstances, it is kept under control by other 'friendly' bacteria in the body, but occasionally it overgrows, which is when problems start.

What symptoms could you experience?
With vaginal thrush you usually get a thick, white, sticky discharge with soreness and irritation. The discharge can often look like cottage cheese and can have an unpleasant smell. If you are suffering from thrush, you may experience pain during sex and when passing urine. The outside of the vagina may also feel sore and swollen.
The most irritating symptom is an intense itching around the outside of the vagina, which is definitely worse in some cases than in others. Men are also susceptible to thrush, which appears as a discharge from the penis, with soreness and/or reddened skin.
How is it diagnosed?
Usually the diagnosis is based on the typical symptoms and signs. However, do not assume that a vaginal discharge is thrush. There are other causes of vaginal discharge. If you have never had thrush before, then see a doctor or nurse to confirm the diagnosis and for advice on treatment. The doctor or nurse may examine you. No tests may be necessary if the symptoms and signs are typical. However, the doctor or nurse may take small samples of the discharge with swabs if the cause of the discharge is not clear. These is sent to the lab to confirm the cause of the discharge.The lab result will determine the most appropriate treatment. 

What Treatment options are available? 

Topical treatments

These are pessaries and creams which you insert into the vagina with an applicator. They contain anti-yeast medicines such as Clotrimazole, Econazole, Fenticonazole, or Miconazole. Commonly, a single large dose inserted into the vagina is sufficient to clear a bout of thrush. However, you may also want to rub some anti-yeast cream onto the skin around the vagina (the vulva) for a few days, especially if it is itchy. You can get topical treatments on prescription, or you can buy them at pharmacies without a prescription. Side-effects are uncommon, but read the product label for full information. You can use topical treatments if you are pregnant.

Tablets

Two options are available. Fluconazole, which is taken as a single dose, or Itraconazole which is taken as two doses over the course of one day. You can get these treatments on prescription, and you can also buy Fluconazole from pharmacies without a prescription. Side-effects are uncommon, but always read the product label for full information. Do not take these if you are pregnant or breastfeeding. You may also want to rub some anti-yeast cream onto the skin around the vagina for a few days, especially if it is itchy.

Tablets and topical treatments are equally effective. Tablets are more convenient, but are more expensive than most topical treatments. Sometime combination therapy is advisable, especially when you need to target signs and symptoms internally and externally to your genital area.
Other forms of treatment

There are several other “natural remedies” that allegedly can alleviate symptoms. However the scientific evidence supporting their use is poor and they may or may not represent a safe and cost-effective treatment.

Some of the most commonly known are:

Multivitamin and Mineral
Beta-carotene
Levels of beta-carotene (a type of vitamin A) have been found to be low in the vaginal cells of women who have thrush. It is suggested that this might effect the immune response of the cells in the vagina, encouraging (or at least allowing) the yeast to overgrow.
Zinc
Zinc deficiency has been connected with women who have recurrent thrush. Adequate levels of zinc are critical for the optimum functioning of your immune system. People who are deficient in zinc could be susceptible to recurrent infections or infestations of any kind (that's why you may seem to suffer from one cold or tummy bug after another when you are run down). If you are zinc deficient, your immune system could be compromised and your body may not be able to control yeast overgrowth. 
Essential Fatty Acids (EFAs)
The essential fatty acids that are contained in oily fish and in nuts and seeds have anti-fungal, anti-bacterial and anti-viral actions so they should be included in your diet. Alternatively you can try EFAs supplements while you are combating an attack of thrush. If you have a tendency to recurrent thrush. It may be worth it taking a capsule of linseed oil every day over a period of six months. 

Garlic
Garlic is well-known for its effect on the immune system and it has both antibacterial and anti-fungal properties. You may try garlic supplements to eliminate an attack of thrush, and as prevention if you are prone to attacks. In clinical studies, garlic extracts have been to found to prevent the growth of Candida. One of the active ingredients in garlic is called 'Allicin', and it appears that this is the ingredient with the ability to prevent an overgrowth of yeast. When buying supplements, choose one with a high level of Allicin.

Probiotics
A probiotic is the opposite of an antibiotic, which means that it encourages rather than destroys (friendly) bacteria in the body. What probiotics do is increase the growth of 'healthy' bacteria in the body, which is known as flora. By taking probiotics, you are aiming to increase the amount of beneficial bacteria in your system which in turn helps to control the amount of yeast overgrowth. As well as eating live plain organic yoghurt you can try lactobacillus acidophilus supplements (look for a high content in lactobacilli). Yoghurt can help preventing attacks of yeast, but a probiotic supplement goes one step further to actually treat a yeast infection. Lactobacillus levels in yoghurt are high enough to work on a preventative basis, but they will not be concentrated enough to deal with an infection. Make sure the one you buy has to be kept in the refrigerator, because these are viable cells that need to be kept at a low temperature. 

There are acidophilus capsules that can be inserted into the vagina. Alternatively, you can use live yoghurt in the same way. Some women slather a tampon with yoghurt, and insert it into their vaginas, removing the tampon after 30 minutes or so, which should be enough time for the yoghurt with all its beneficial bacteria to be absorbed by the body. If you have external genitalia symptoms (such as vulvar itchiness) you may also want to spread some of your external parts. This method can be effective but messy! Furthermore, if you already have a yeast infection, there can be no doubt that levels of beneficial bacteria are not high enough. Even if you choose one of these external methods, it's a good idea to take a good probiotic alongside.
Acidophilus is found in yogurt and it can also be found in special acidophilus milk. Foods such as carrots, rice starch, bananas, soybeans, garlic and garbanzo beans are also rich in acidophilus. Acidophilus can also be purchased in capsules, powder form, liquids, and tablets at health stores. Some of these acidophilus products found at health stores also contain bifid bacteria, which is another bacterium that is helpful to the body.
Dietary changes
Avoid sugar, and any foods containing sugar, as they will promote the growth of yeast. You also need to cut out foods that contain yeast, and any products that are fermented, such as bread and wine.

Herbal treatment (see caution below)

Herbal treatment is aimed at treating an active attack of thrush and also working to prevent future attacks.

Tea tree oil (Melaleuca Alternifolia)
Research has been undertaken into the effects of tea tree on Candida and other vaginal infection and it has been shown to be an excellent anti-fungal and antibacterial agent herb. 

This essential oil (the same type of oil that is used in aromatherapy) is not taken by mouth, but used vaginally to combat the thrush. It is possible to buy tea tree oil pessaries. Try adding a few drops of tea tree essential oil to your bath when you have thrush. If you are prone to thrush, it can be used on a preventative basis. Some women as tried the oil diluted in water and inserted with a tampon but you need to be very careful about oil dilution as very concentrated oil could irritate your delicate vaginal lining.
Echinacea
Echinacea is one of the best herbs for increasing immune system function. One study showed that women suffering from recurrent thrush, who were given Echinacea, had a 43 percent reduction in the number of attacks. 

For optimum benefit to the immune system, it seems that Echinacea is more effective if taken with short breaks. I would suggest four weeks on and then one week off.

Caution

You should not take any of the above herbs if you already taking HRT or any other hormonal treatment unless they are recommended by a registered, experienced practitioner.

Prevention of vaginal thrush

There are a number of things you can do that may help to stop your vaginal thrush re-occurring.

· Wear cotton underwear and loose-fitting clothing. 

· Use un-perfumed soap or bath cream

· Avoid vaginal deodorant 

· Do not over-wash your personal areas 

· Don't use products that irritate the vulval area, including antiseptics or disinfectants. 

· Make sure you wipe from front to back after going to the toilet. 

· If you're prescribed antibiotics and have had vaginal thrush a number of times, ask for vaginal thrush treatment at the same time. 

· Avoid tight or synthetic (man-made) clothing, such as leggings or tight jeans 

· Making sure your vagina is well lubricated before sexual intercourse, e.g. by using a lubricating gel to prevent any damage to the vagina 
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