The Best Foods for Vaginal Health

Chances are you've heard how the right foods can benefit your heart health, brain health, or
skin. As it turns out, what you eat can also have an impact on your vaginal health.

A diet rich in wholesome, minimally processed foods can help to support your body as a whole.
"The Mediterranean diet, often recommended as a heart-healthy diet, is also a perfect example
of a whole-foods, rich diet beneficial for vaginal health and the menopausal time of life,
generally," says Bonafide Chief Medical Officer, Dr. Alyssa Dweck.

This pattern of eating helps to optimize blood pressure and blood flow, including blood flow to
the vagina, Dr. Dweck explains. This optimization of blood flow can help promote adequate
vaginal lubrication and play a role in managing menopausal symptoms like dryness, itching, or
painful sex.

So, what exactly should you be eating to support your vaginal health? "Lean proteins, plentiful
fresh fruits and vegetables, limited salt, olive oil instead of butter, and limited red meat are
hallmarks of a healthy dietary regimen," Dr. Dweck says. What's more, science suggests that
certain foods may be particularly effective in helping to maintain a healthy vagina. Here are six
to consider adding to your diet, along with one thing that's worth limiting to better support
your vaginal health.

Yogurt

Fermented dairy foods like yogurt (along with kefir and some cheeses) contain probiotic
bacteria including lactobacilli strains,! which may help support a healthy vaginal microbiome
and play an important role in promoting vaginal health.23 "Lactobacilli produce lactic acid and
hydrogen peroxide to maintain a normal acidic vaginal pH. Disruptors to this pH balance are
common and include both exogenous hormones and hormonal change, menstruation, sex, and
some hygiene products,” Dr. Dweck says.

You'll reap the biggest benefits by choosing plain, unsweetened yogurt made without added
sugars. "Excess sugar intake may also alter the microbiome, which can lead to infection and
symptoms such as itching, irritation, or discharge," explains Dr. Dweck. If you're looking for a
little sweetness, try flavoring your yogurt with fresh fruit instead. If you're not a fan of yogurts
or fermented foods, dietary supplements containing lactobacilli may also provide similar
benefits, when used as directed.

Barley

Whole grains like barley are rich in prebiotics,* beneficial fibers that work in tandem with
probiotics to enable them to do their job.5 "Prebiotics further support a healthy vaginal
microbiome by maintaining probiotic viability during digestion and maintaining a biofilm, an
important part of the vagina’s natural defense mechanism," says Dr. Dweck.

Barley isn't the only source of prebiotics, though. You can also get your fill of these super fibers
from oats,® wheat bran,” bananas, onions, garlic, leeks, asparagus, beans, and artichokes.8
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Unsweetened Cranberry Juice

Research suggests that daily cranberry juice consumption could help reduce the risk

for recurrent UTIs,” which can become more common in menopause. Cranberries are rich in
proanthocyanins or PACs, natural phytonutrients and antioxidants that may make it harder for
harmful bacteria like E. Coli to stick to the bladder wall.1? "If bacteria cannot adhere to the
urinary tract, infection is less likely," Dr. Dweck says.

If you're not a juice fan, a concentrated cranberry supplement can be a good alternative. In fact,
it might even be better. "While cranberry juices are readily available, most contain added sugar,
and surely a much lower concentration of PACs than a concentrated supplement,” says Dr.
Dweck.

Salmon

Omega-3 fatty acids found in fatty fish like salmon can help to promote skin hydration and
reduce vaginal dryness.'! Women who get more omega-3 fatty acids in their diet experience
fewer vaginal menopausal symptoms including dryness, itching, and discomfort, one study
found.1? Salmon is also rich in vitamin D, another nutrient linked to decreased vaginal
dryness.13

Soy-Rich Foods

Minimally processed soy foods like tofu, tempeh, and edamame contain phytoestrogens,
estrogen-like compounds that can mimic the effect of the hormone. While increasing your
intake can be controversial (and experts don't yet know the ideal dose), there's evidence to
suggest that a soy-rich diet may help improve symptoms of vaginal dryness,'# as well as other
menopause symptoms like hot flashes.!> Because soy products may impact your hormone
levels, it’s important to speak with your healthcare provider first to determine whether
increasing soy intake is right for you.

Water

H>0 plays an important role in keeping your vaginal tissues lubricated, which can reduce
itching and discomfort. "Dehydration can lead to vaginal and vulva dryness as these mucosal
membranes need adequate moisture to stay supple and hydrated," Dr. Dweck says. Drinking
eight glasses a day is a good goal, but experts agree that it's also okay to use your thirst as a
guide.16

Foods to Limit to Support Your Vaginal Health

There are plenty of good reasons to limit added sugar to your diet, from supporting heart
health to aiding in weight control. Moderating your sugar intake matters for vaginal health too.
In addition to having a negative impact on the vaginal microbiome and exacerbating symptoms
like dryness or irritation, excessive sugar consumption could also increase the risk for yeast
infections in women who are prone to them, says Dr. Dweck.
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There's no need to swear off the sweet stuff completely. Just pay attention to how much sugar
you're getting from foods throughout the day - the American Heart Association recommends
limiting your intake to 6 teaspoons or 25 grams daily!” - and save sugary snacks or desserts for
special occasions.
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