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Abstract

Labial agglutination occurs when the labia minora have become fused in the midline through ei-
ther filmy or dense adhesions, forming a raphe. This condition is typically seen in pre-pubertal
girls; however, there have been cases reported in the literature of labial agglutination in postme-
nopausal and reproductive aged women. Labial agglutination has been associated with local irri-
tation and inflammation in the setting of a hypoestrogenic state. Topical treatment is usually
recommended prior to manual separation. However, some postmenopausal women have been re-
fractory to conservative management, and surgery may then be required. We present a case of a
79-year-old Caucasian gravida 3 para 3 who was referred for treatment refractory labial aggluti-
nation for 3 years. The patient’s complaints included a small trickle escaping from the introitus
during urination and the sensation of little urinary control. The patient underwent an exam under
anesthesia. Gentle blunt dissection with a lacrimal dilator easily separated the labia minora down
the visible midline fusion line (raphe). Bimanual exam then revealed a 12-week-sized enlarged
uterus confirmed on ultrasound to be an 8 x 8 x 7 cm irregular mass concerning for uterine cancer.
Proceeding to an operative release of severe labial agglutination can relieve patient discomfort
and frustration when estradiol therapy has failed. In addition to alleviating symptoms, releasing
labial agglutination can also provide the gynecologist access to critical screening procedures such
as cervical cytology or a bimanual exam, all of which could lead to a diagnosis or pre-cancerous or
cancerous lesions.
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1. Introduction
Labial agglutination occurs when the labia minora have fused by formation of adhesions at the midline, which
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may be either filmy or dense, forming a raphe. This condition is most commonly seen in pre-pubertal girls and is
often congenital; however, case reports in postmenopausal and reproductive aged women also exist [1]-[6]. In
post-menarchal females fusion develops secondarily, rather than due to congenital malformation, the possible
etiology of this may be a hypoestrogenic state, in conjunction with local irritation and inflammation [1]. Other
postulated causes of agglutination include thinning of the vulvar mucosa, poor hygiene, lichen sclerosis, contact
with urine, local infection, and mechanical irritants [5]. One study showed that biopsy of the labia of two pa-
tients reported chronic and acute inflammatory changes, indicating that inflammation may play a key role in the
presence of a hypoestrogenic state to cause agglutination [5].

Labial agglutination can be asymptomatic, especially in pre-menarchal girls, making it difficult to estimate
accurate incidence and prevalence. When symptoms are present in an older woman, they may include dyspareu-
nia, urinary tract infections, hematocolpos, urinary incontinence, deviation or obstruction of urinary stream, and
in one case report, association with pyosalpinx [4] [5] [7]. In contrast to the pediatric population in which the
fusion usually involves only the labia minora, in postmenopausal women agglutination may also involve the la-
bia majora [8]. Severe labial fusion can sometimes leave only a small pinhole through which urine can escape,
and the vagina fills with urine causing urocolpos and dribbling. These findings can predispose the patient to as-
cending infections [7] [8].

We present a case report of a 79-year-old post-menopausal female with 3 years of labial agglutination and
subsequent management.

2. Case Report

A 79-year-old Caucasian female was referred to our unit for a long term history of labial agglutination. She in-
itially presented three years ago to a gynecologist with vague vaginal complaints and was given vaginal estradiol
cream. She used the cream until new health issues developed including pneumonia and a urinary tract infection,
interrupting use. After a second gynecologist evaluated the patient and patient was restarted on a vaginal estra-
diol regimen, the patient again fell out of the habit of use secondary to difficulty with insertion. A third gyne-
cologist examined the patient and stated having “... never seen something like that before”, and sent her to our
unit as a referral. During our evaluation she reported a history of a small trickle escaping from the introitus dur-
ing urination and the sensation of little urinary control. Although she had resumed topical estradiol use for 6
weeks prior to her visit to our office, she reported little to no improvement in her symptoms.

Her past medical history was significant for HER-2 positive breast cancer status post mastectomy, hyperten-
sion, osteoarthritis, glaucoma, and recent pneumonia. She was not currently and did not anticipate becoming
sexually active in the future.

On physical exam the urethra was unidentifiable given complete agglutination of the labia minora from clito-
ris to the posterior forchette. A pinpoint opening about two thirds of the way caudally appeared to be the urinary
exit site (Figure 1). On rectal exam a patent vaginal canal was palpated. Her visible external genitalia were free
of typical cutaneous signs of lichen sclerosis or lichen planus.

Figure 1. Severe labial agglutination with complete
fusion of the labia minora from the clitoral hood to
the posterior fourchette.
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Figure 2. Post-operative opearance with separation of
the labia minora.

The patient underwent an exam under anesthesia. A lacrimal dilator was placed in the 2 millimeter opening
and using gentle blunt dissection we were able to easily separate the labia minora along the visible midline fu-
sion line (raphe). No sharp dissection was required. The interior aspects of the minora and introitus were ery-
thematous consistent with postmenopausal atrophy, but otherwise within normal limits. Genitourinary inspection
revealed an atrophied, but otherwise normal vaginal introitus and urethra (Figure 2). Bimanual exam revealed a
12-week-sized uterus. The patient recovered well post-operatively and was discharged home the same day with
topical vaginal estradiol and a transvaginal ultrasound referral. The report revealed an 8 x 8 x 7 cm irregular
mass concerning for uterine cancer. Although the patient has presented for her gyn oncology referral appoint-
ment, she has not followed up for further treatment at this time.

On follow-up evaluation the patient has been able to maintain an open introitus and normal urine flow with
continued use of vaginal estrogen cream and simultaneous vaginal dilation for 20 minutes 3 nights per week.

3. Discussion

Labial agglutination previously is typically seen in the pediatric population, is usually asymptomatic and may be
managed expectantly or with topical estrogen, often resolving after menarche [9]. However, postmenopausal
women can experience significant symptoms including urocolpos, inability to void, infections, and interference
with sexual activity. Awareness of secondary labial agglutination and its visual presentation is critical in offer-
ing management without delay to this patient population.

In symptomatic postmenopausal women there are typically four methods for treatment including: 1) blunt or
sharp separation with local, regional or general anesthesia, 2) manual separation without anesthesia, 3) topical
estrogen or steroids, and 4) oral estrogen [1] [5]. Brisk manual separation without anesthesia, however, is not
recommended as this can be very uncomfortable for the patient.

It is recommended that topical treatment be attempted prior to manual separation, however some postmeno-
pausal women have been refractory to conservative management, and surgery may then be required. If manual
separation is required, topical estrogen and/or steroids are then used to ensure separate healing of the labia [5].

In long-standing cases of labial agglutination it is also important to remember to perform a complete assess-
ment of the reproductive organs as labial agglutination may limit evaluation or mask common findings that lead
to the diagnosis of malignancy such as vaginal bleeding or a palpable mass.
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