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TEST

Transillumination

Transillumination uses a bright light to examine how light passes through tissue or

swelling.

WHAT IT MEASURES

How light passes through a body part or swelling

SAMPLE

None

FASTING NEEDED?

No

HOW LONG IT TAKES

Usually a few minutes

RESULTS IN

Immediate visual finding

USED FOR

Initial assessment of certain swellings and eye structures

MAIN LIMITATION

Light transmission cannot identify the exact cause

Overview

Transillumination is a simple examination in which a healthcare professional shines a bright

light through or against part of your body. They watch how the light passes through the tissue.

Clear fluid often lets light pass through, creating a reddish or orange glow. Solid tissue, blood,

pus, or thick fluid usually blocks more light. This can provide a quick clue about what is inside a

swelling or structure.

Transillumination is most often associated with examining a scrotal swelling, including a

possible hydrocele. A hydrocele is a collection of fluid around a testicle. The technique may

also be used during specialist eye examinations. It has sometimes been used for other areas,

such as the sinuses, but it is not reliable enough to diagnose many conditions on its own.

This is a qualitative test. That means it produces a visual impression rather than a number or

laboratory reference range.
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Why the test is ordered

A healthcare professional may use transillumination as one part of a physical examination. Its

main purpose is to help judge whether a swelling or structure appears to contain clear fluid.

For a scrotal swelling, the test may help distinguish a likely fluid-filled swelling from one

containing solid tissue. It may be used when assessing a possible hydrocele in a baby, child, or

adult.

In eye care, specialist forms of transillumination can help reveal defects in the iris, which is the

coloured part of the eye, or provide information about structures that cannot be seen clearly

from the front.

Transillumination does not usually provide a final diagnosis. A swelling that glows is not

automatically a hydrocele, and one that does not glow is not automatically solid or harmful.

Who should have the test

Transillumination may be suitable when a healthcare professional needs an immediate,

non-invasive clue about a visible or felt swelling. It is commonly used as part of an examination

rather than as a stand-alone appointment.

You may have it if you or your child has:

A home flashlight test is not a reliable substitute. Phone lights differ in brightness, and the

result is affected by room lighting, positioning, tissue thickness, and the contents of the

swelling.

Sudden severe scrotal pain needs emergency assessment rather than home transillumination.

A twisted testicle, called testicular torsion, can interrupt its blood supply and may require

urgent treatment.

- A painless or slowly changing scrotal swelling

- A swelling thought to contain fluid

- An eye finding that requires specialist examination

How to prepare

No fasting is needed. You can usually eat, drink, take your regular medicines, and exercise

normally before the examination.

For a scrotal examination, you may be asked to undress from the waist down and wear a gown.
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A parent or caregiver can normally stay with a child. You can ask for a chaperone.

Contact lenses or eye makeup may need to be removed if transillumination forms part of an

eye examination. Follow any separate instructions from the eye clinic, especially if other tests

or dilating eye drops are planned.

What happens during the test

The room is usually dimmed so that transmitted light is easier to see. The examiner places a

bright light source against or behind the area being assessed.

During a scrotal examination, you may be asked to stand or lie down. The examiner will first

look at and gently feel the swelling. The light is then placed against the scrotal skin. A

clear-fluid swelling may glow, while a solid mass or thick material tends to remain dark.

The light should not break the skin or cause significant pain. The examination normally takes

only a few minutes.

Eye transillumination uses a controlled light source and specialist viewing technique. You may

be asked to look in different directions while the eye is examined.

Understanding your results

The result may be described as transilluminating or non-transilluminating.

A transilluminating swelling lets a noticeable amount of light through. In the scrotum, this can

support the possibility of a hydrocele or another fluid-filled structure. It does not prove the

diagnosis.

A non-transilluminating swelling blocks most of the light. This may happen with solid tissue,

bowel within a hernia, blood, infection, thick fluid, or a deeply placed structure. It can also

happen because the swelling or overlying tissue is too thick for the light to pass through.

Results are interpreted alongside your symptoms, medical history, physical examination, age,

sex, pregnancy status where relevant, medicines, and any imaging. There are no universal

numerical reference ranges. Technique and interpretation also differ between settings and

examiners.

What affects the results

Several factors can change the appearance even when the light and equipment are working
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properly:

Age can affect tissue thickness and anatomy. Skin pigmentation may also make a faint glow

harder to judge, although internal light transmission remains the main feature being assessed.

Eating, coffee, exercise, kidney function, most medicines, pregnancy, and a recent blood

transfusion do not usually change transillumination itself. They may still matter to the wider

medical assessment.

- Bright room lighting can hide a faint glow

- The light's strength, angle, and placement affect transmission

- Thick skin or other overlying tissue can block light

- Blood, pus, debris, or protein-rich fluid may appear dark

- A small or deeply placed swelling may be difficult to assess

- Clear fluid around a solid structure can hide the solid area

- Different observers may interpret a weak glow differently

Accuracy and limitations

Transillumination is a bedside clue, not a definitive diagnostic test. Reliable figures for how

often it is right or wrong are not available across all body areas and techniques.

The test can miss a fluid-filled swelling when the fluid contains blood, inflammatory material, or

debris. Thick tissue, a weak light, or a bright room can also make a true fluid collection appear

not to transmit light.

It can suggest fluid when the exact cause is something other than the suspected condition.

Different cysts and fluid collections may produce a similar glow. A solid abnormality can also

exist alongside surrounding fluid.

For a new or unexplained scrotal mass, ultrasound is usually more informative. It can show

whether an area is fluid-filled or solid and assess blood flow. Ultrasound is particularly

important when the examination is unclear, the testicle cannot be felt properly, or pain is

present.

Transillumination is not a replacement for mammography or breast ultrasound. It is also not

considered a reliable stand-alone test for sinus disease. Eye findings may require slit-lamp

examination, ultrasound, optical imaging, or other specialist tests.
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Risks and complications

Transillumination does not use radiation and does not require a needle, incision, or injected

dye. It is generally painless, although pressure on an already tender area may be

uncomfortable.

A bright eye light can cause brief glare or after-images. Proper medical light sources are

designed to limit heat; improvised or hot lamps can injure skin or eyes and should not be used.

What happens next

If the finding fits a simple hydrocele and there are no concerning symptoms, the next step may

be routine observation or a planned follow-up visit. Management differs with age, symptoms,

examination findings, and whether the swelling changes over time.

Your healthcare professional may arrange an ultrasound if the cause remains uncertain or if a

solid area cannot be ruled out. Other tests are chosen according to the body area and the rest

of the examination.

Seek urgent medical care for a painful, red, or rapidly enlarging swelling, especially with fever

or vomiting. Sudden severe testicular pain, a testicle sitting higher than usual, or pain with

nausea requires emergency assessment. Sudden vision loss, severe eye pain, or an eye injury

also needs urgent care.

Common questions

Can I drink coffee before transillumination?

Yes. Coffee does not normally affect how light passes through tissue. Follow separate

instructions if you are having another test at the same appointment.

Does the time of day matter?

No. The room can be darkened whenever the test is performed. The timing may matter only if

your swelling changes during the day, such as becoming larger after standing.

Can I exercise beforehand?

Usually, yes. Exercise does not directly affect transillumination. Tell the examiner if activity

makes the swelling larger, smaller, or painful.

Will it hurt?

The light itself should not hurt. You may feel mild discomfort if the examiner needs to touch or
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support a tender swelling.

Does a glowing scrotal swelling mean it is definitely a hydrocele?

No. A glow suggests that light is passing through fluid, but it does not identify the exact cause.

An examination or ultrasound may still be needed.

Can I do this test at home with my phone?

A phone light cannot provide a dependable result. Even if a swelling appears to glow, new

scrotal or other unexplained swelling should be medically assessed.
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