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A58-year-old woman presented with
yellowish discoloration of the fin-
gernails and toenails (Figures 1A

and 1B), intermittent cough and edema of
both ankles (Figure 1C). The discoloration
of the nails had been present for 7 years and
had not responded to multiple antifungal
treatments. The patient had experienced
several episodes of nonproductive cough
during the previous few years. Each episode
had lasted 2–3 months before subsiding
spontaneously. The patient had also experi-
enced difficulty getting her shoes on for the
previous 3 months.

Results of hematologic and biochemical
tests were normal except for a reduced level
of serum albumin (32 [normal 35–55] g/L). A
computed tomography scan of the chest
showed bilateral pleural effusions (Figure
1D). Thoracocentesis revealed an exudative
pleural fluid with lymphocytic predominance.
Echocardiography, doppler ultrasonography
of the lower limbs and a computed tomogra-
phy scan of the abdomen were normal. A nail
biopsy was negative for fungal growth.

Yellow nail syndrome usually presents between the fourth
and sixth decades of life and is thought to be an acquired con-
dition. It may be idiopathic, secondary to another condition
(e.g., connective tissue disease, a thyroid disorder or malig-
nancy) or an adverse effect of drugs (e.g., penicillamine,
bucillamine or gold sodium thiomalate). The pathogenesis is
poorly understood. Structural or functional lymphatic abnor-
malities and increased vascular permeability to albumin are
proposed pathologic mechanisms1.

Diagnosis is based on the presence of yellowish discol-
oration of the nails and lymphedema or respiratory manifesta-
tions. Respiratory findings may include effusions, bronchial
hyper-responsiveness, bronchiectasis, bronchitis and sinusitis.
The classic triad of yellow nails, lymphedema and pleural effu-

sion is simultaneously present in only a quarter of patients with
the syndrome. Discoloration of the nails is the most consistent
finding. A third of patients have pleural effusions.

The long-term outcome for yellow nail syndrome is vari-
able and related to the type and severity of associated condi-
tions. The syndrome is associated with reduced survival
compared with the general population, and remissions and
relapses can occur. Treatment is symptomatic.2 In our
patient, reasonable control of the edema has been achieved
with the use of pneumatic stockings and diuretics. A trial of
vitamin E therapy was unsuccessful for the discoloured nails.

Acknowledgement: We thank Anne Kemp for the images.
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Figure 1: The toenails (A) and fingernails (B) of a 58-year-old woman with yellow
nail syndrome. All nails are brownish yellow, thickened and curved sideways with
transverse ridging. (C) Pitting edema of the patient’s ankles. (D) A contrast-enhanced
computed tomography scan of the chest shows bilateral pleural effusions (arrows).
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