WHEN YOUNG WOMEN START UNPREDICTABLE BLEEDING

We often get phone calls from young women who have developed unexpected bleeding.  They may have noticed that their periods have started to drag out longer than what they have been previously experiencing.  They may have noticed spotting or brown discharge that is unusual for them.  Often times they call us wanting treatment over the phone.  That just wouldn’t be right.

When young women who have a history of regular menses begin with bleeding that is unusual for them, we start asking questions.  We know that these changes can occur in women having natural cycles or in women having cycles from birth control pills.  The first thing we want to make sure of is whether pregnancy may be involved.  Pregnancies can be very elusive and hard to detect early on.  We always have to be suspicious.  Once we have determined the presence or absence of pregnancy, we move on to detecting infection.

Infection is so prevalent in young sexually active women.  Some of the infections are just disturbances in the natural balance of the bacteria that normally reside in the vagina.  There can be an overgrowth of fungus, often called “yeast”, or of bacteria, something we call Bacterial Vaginosis.  Vaginal infections can cause changes in discharge, produce odor, and create itching or irritated feelings.  Fungal and bacterial overgrowths can occur in women who are not sexually active.  There is also a kind of vaginal infection that is sexually transmitted.  It is called Trichomonas.  This infection can also result in strange discharge, spotting, cramping, and even bladder symptoms of painful urination and frequency.  It must be specifically looked for during a pelvic exam to identify it.  It also requires specific treatment to eradicate it.  Successful treatment requires treating the sexual partner as well.

The most commonly encountered sexually transmitted infection is the Human Papilloma Virus.  It is not often associated with irregular bleeding and will not be further covered here.  Other sexually transmitted infections may not be so inconspicuous after exposure.  Chlamydia and Gonorrhea may provoke irregular bleeding either early on or later in their course.  We know that allowing these infections to brew may lead to sterility by scarring tubes or even serious illnesses that require hospitalizations.  

With so many infectious threats out there, we always need to be on the alert watching for them.  That is why a simple phone treatment won’t do.  We have to decide if there is a real problem or not.  If there is a real problem, we need to initiate treatment in a timely fashion.  There may just be a vaginal infection present that needs to be treated, but there may also be a more serious infection present that can be threatening.  Once we have done whatever screening is necessary and gotten a pregnancy test done as needed, we can go on to treating any infection.  Infections are not always as threatening as a sexually transmitted disease.  They often can be treated quickly and easily with good response.

If we make sure that pregnancy is not the problem and if we make sure that any infection is treated, then we can make other adjustments as required.  All that may be necessary is patience and the problem may correct itself next cycle.  It may indeed be that we need to change or alter birth control pills.  We may need to initiate birth control pills or Depo-Provera.  Rarely we may have to go to the operating room due to problems encountered with pelvic diseases.  

Never before have we had so many options for diagnosis and treatment.  The greatest danger may not the condition itself; it may be that the woman ignores the signs of concern the condition produces.  When unusual or excessive bleeding occurs, whatever the age, it should be seen about.  When menstrual flows last longer that seven days, when spotting develops between the flows. when flows occur more commonly than 21 days apart, or when flowing is excessively heavy, it is time to call for help.  Don’t hesitate to be careful and care for yourself when your menses go awry.

