Microbicides FAQs

What Are Microbicides?


Microbicides have the ability to prevent the sexual transmission of HIV and other STI’s when inserted into the vagina before intercourse. They can take many forms including gels, creams, suppositories, films or as a sponge or ring that releases the active ingredient over time. 

Are Microbicides Currently Available?

Although clinical research trials are currently underway testing the safety and efficacy of many substances, microbicides are not yet available to the public. There are at least eleven product leads that have proven effective and safe in animals and are now being tested on humans. If one of these leads proves successful, a microbicide could be available in five to seven years if enough money is invested in research and development. 

Why Are Microbicides Important?


For many people, especially women in the developing world, the current HIV prevention methods are not feasible. Worldwide, many people do not have access to condoms or do not wish to use them because they want to conceive. Furthermore, for women, negotiating condom use can be difficult because they often have little say in sexual relationships, even with their husbands. Because of their lack of economic and educational opportunities, women tend to be dependent on men and so leaving an unfaithful relationship is often not a viable option. Microbicides can be used without a partner’s compliance or knowledge and so they are ideal for giving women the power to protect themselves against HIV and other STI’s. Mathematical models show that if even a small proportion of women in lower income countries used a 60% efficacious microbicide in half the sexual encounters where condoms were not used, 2.5 million HIV infections could be averted over three years. 

Why Doesn’t a Microbicide Exist Already?

Pharmaceutical companies need substantial incentive, in the form of expected profit, to invest the substantial capital that is necessary for the research and development process that any new drug must undergo. In the case of microbicides, it is not in the economic self-interest of pharmaceutical companies to invest in R&D because the expected profit is minimal. The vast majority of those who would benefit from microbicides are living in the developing world and cannot afford to pay much, if anything, for this product. Microbicides, like vaccinations, are a classic example of a “public health good,” which creates huge benefits to society but offers little incentive for investment because the prospective financial return is low. Therefore, research and development thus far has relied on the public sector – governments and philanthropic donors – which is limited in resources. 

Would a microbicide eliminate the need for condoms?
No. The most efficacious microbicide under development right now would only offer 60% protection. Condoms, when used consistently and correctly, can provide much higher protection. Nevertheless, for people who cannot or will not use condoms, and particularly for women whose partners refuse to wear condoms, microbicides are a very important potential alternative. 

Which STD’s would a microbicide protect against?


Eventually, a microbicide could combine different active ingredients to target multiple STD’s, from both bacterial and viral agents. Currently, however, the microbicides that are being tested work against HIV and at least one other STD. 

Will a Woman Be Able to Get Pregnant While Using a Microbicide? 


Of the microbicides currently being tested, some prevent pregnancy and some do not. It will be important to develop both contraceptive and non-contraceptive microbicides in the future so that women will be able to protect themselves from HIV infection while still being able to conceive. This will eliminate another reason why many married couples often chose not to use condoms to protect against HIV and other STDs. 

Will Microbicides Be Safe? 


Like any new product, microbicides will have to undergo rigorous safety evaluation before they are marketed to the public. Early results from the clinical trials suggest that the microbicides under development are safe, but there is still a long way to go before any conclusions can be drawn. It is also encouraging that many of the substances and mechanisms of action under investigation that are being tested are already commonly used in over the counter products. 
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