Bartholin’s Gland

Definition

The Bartholin's glands are two glands located slightly below and to the left and right of the opening of the vagina in women. They secrete mucus to provide vaginal lubrication.

If the glands become obstructed, vaginal lubrication is hindered.  Obstructed glands can also lead to chronic vaginal infections and foul discharge.

Causes

Experts believe that the cause of a Bartholin cyst is a backup of fluid. Fluid may accumulate when the opening of the gland (duct) becomes obstructed, perhaps by the growth of a flap of skin. 

Prevention

There's no real way to prevent a Bartholin cyst. However, practicing safe sex — in particular, using a condom — and maintaining good personal hygiene may help to prevent infection of a cyst and the formation of an abscess. If you detect a cyst, treating it right away by soaking in warm water (sitz bath) may help prevent abscess formation, as well. 

Treatments

Sitz baths. Sometimes, soaking in a tub filled with a few inches of warm water (sitz bath) several times a day for three or four days helps a small, uncomplicated cyst to rupture and drain on its own.

Surgical drainage. A cyst that's infected or very large generally requires drainage by a doctor. Drainage of a cyst can be done in your doctor's office under local anesthesia, but in some cases, you and your doctor may opt for general sedation, if that makes you more comfortable. To do the drainage procedure, your doctor makes a small incision in the cyst to allow it to drain.
Marsupialization. If cysts recur, your doctor may perform a technique called marsupialization. This method is usually effective in preventing recurrences. It's similar to the surgical drainage procedure, only your doctor places a few stitches on either side of the incision to create a permanent opening, less than one-quarter inch (about 5 millimeters) long. Your doctor may insert a catheter to promote draining for a few days to prevent recurrence. This procedure can be done in your doctor's office but, depending on the complexity of the cyst, may be done in an operating room in the hospital under general anesthesia. Since marsupialization isn't recommended when an active infection is present, your doctor will likely want to drain the abscess first and get rid of the infection, then perform the marsupialization.

