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Hydrocele in adults
A hydrocele is a collection of fluid in the scrotum. Most develop for no
apparent reason, are harmless and can be left alone. If needed, surgery
can usually cure the hydrocele. In a small number of cases, a hydrocele is
due to an underlying problem.

What is a hydrocele?
A hydrocele is a collection of fluid in a sac in the scrotum next to or
surrounding a testicle (testis). It usually occurs on one side but sometimes
a hydrocele forms over both testicles (testes).

The normal testicle is surrounded by a smooth protective tissue sac. It
makes a small amount of 'lubricating' fluid to allow the testis to move freely.
Excess fluid normally drains away into the veins in the scrotum. If the
balance is altered between the amount of fluid that is made and the
amount that is drained, some fluid accumulates as a hydrocele.
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The normal scrotum and testes
The scrotum is normally loose, soft and fleshy. It holds the two testicles. A
tube (the vas deferens) takes sperm from each testicle to the penis. It is
normal for one testis to hang lower than the other.

See the separate leaflet called The male reproductive system.

Hydrocele symptoms
A hydrocele feels like a small fluid-filled balloon inside your scrotum. It feels
smooth and is mainly in front of one of the testicles.

Hydroceles vary greatly in size. Very large hydroceles are sometimes seen
in elderly men but these have often grown slowly over many years.

Hydroceles are normally painless. Large hydroceles may cause discomfort
because of their size. Walking or sexual activity may become
uncomfortable with a very large hydrocele.

What is the difference between a hydrocele
and a varicocele?
A varicocele is a swelling of the veins surrounding the spermatic cord. It is
effectively a varicose vein within the scrotum. It can feel like a little bag of
worms but is usually above the testicle.

What causes hydroceles in adults?
Most hydroceles occur in adults and are most common in men aged over
40 years.

The cause is not known in most cases.

Many are due to the processus vaginalis failing to close after birth,
allowing fluid to enter the scrotum and surround the testicle. The
processus vaginalis normally closes shortly after birth but it remains
open for life in about 1 in 5 men. Most boys and men with an open
processus vaginalis do not develop a hydrocele but about 1 in 20 do.
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A small number of hydroceles are caused when something is wrong
with one of the testicles. For example, infection, inflammation, injury
or tumours of the testicle may cause fluid to be formed which leads
to a hydrocele forming.

Sometimes hydroceles develop when there is generalised swelling of
the lower half of the body due to fluid retention.

Are hydroceles common?
Around 1% of men will have a hydrocele.

When to see a doctor about hydroceles
Although most hydroceles are considered primary hydroceles (that is,
having no known cause, other than an open processus vaginalis as
discussed above), a small number will be due to an underlying cause.

In addition, it can be difficult for a normal person to assess whether the
swelling in their scrotum is due to fluid or a different cause.

Therefore, medical advice should always be sought for any swelling in the
scrotum. A doctor will usually be able to tell by examination whether it is a
hydrocele or a different diagnosis.

Even when they are confident that the swelling is due to a hydrocele they
will normally arrange an ultrasound scan to confirm that there is no
underlying cause. About 1 in 10 people with a testicular cancer will have a
hydrocele associated with this.

How to test for a hydrocele
A doctor will examine the testicles. They may also shine a light through the
scrotum, which helps to diagnose a hydrocele.

Usually the clinician will then arrange an ultrasound scan of the testicles.
This is to make sure there is no underlying cause for the hydrocele.

What are the treatments for hydrocele?
Leaving it alone
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In adults, if the hydrocele causes no symptoms, the usual option is simply
to leave it alone. If it becomes larger or troublesome, surgery can be
offered.

Surgery
There are two types of surgical intervention which can both be effective.

Aspiration and Sclerotherapy
A needle can be inserted into the fluid and the fluid can be drained through
the needle into a syringe. However, the fluid usually re-collects quickly.
Sclerotherapy is where a substance is injected into the area to harden it
and prevent any further fluid collecting. An antibiotic called doxycycline is
the normal sclerosing agent in this case.

The side effects include recurrence of the hydrocele and partial gangrene
(death of the tissue of the scrotum). This is only usually used in people who
are too frail to have more extensive surgery.

Hydrocelectomy
A hydrocelectomy is a surgical procedure that removes the hydrocele and
tries to ensure that it will be less likely to recur. This is usually recommended
if the hydrocele is large or uncomfortable. A hydrocelectomy involves
making a very small cut in the scrotum. The fluid is then drained from
around the testicle (testis). The passage between the abdomen and the
scrotum is surgically sealed so the fluid cannot re-form in the future.

This is a minor operation and is performed as a day case, so does not
usually involve an overnight stay in the hospital. A hydrocele may return
after surgery but this is uncommon. Side effects include haemorrhage,
gangrene, pain, infection and reduced fertility.

Are hydroceles dangerous?
Not usually. Occasionally hydroceles have an underlying serious cause
such as testicular cancer.
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Can you prevent a hydrocele?
Hydroceles are not usually preventable. A few cases are caused by injury to
the scrotum so the best way of preventing these is by protecting the
scrotum when playing sports such as rugby or cricket.
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diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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