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Castleman’s Disease in a Single Institution in 
Southern Taiwan

Chi-Tun Lien*,**, Shah-Hwa Chou***, Chun-Chieh Wu****, Ming-Shyan Huang**,*****, 
Chih-Jen Yang**,*****,******

Castleman’s disease (CD) is a very rare lymphoproliferative disease, and the 
mediastinum is the most commonly involved site. Because of the rarity of CD, its etiology 
and pathogenesis are still uncertain. The initial impression of a CD-related mass is often that 
of a lymphoma, solitary malignancy, metastatic carcinoma or an infectious disease, rather 
than CD. The various types of CD are characterized by their distinctive lymphoid architectural 
changes in all nodal compartments, and can be divided into 4 types pathologically: unicentric, 
which has a hyaline vascular variant and a plasma cell variant, multicentric, and a new 
subtype, HHV-8-associated CD. The prognosis of CD depends on the subtype. The unicentric 
subtype usually has a good prognosis; however, recurrence or coexistence with malignancies 
or malignant sequelae is possible. In order to investigate this rare disease and its prognosis, 
we retrospectively reviewed all patients with CD with pathologically proven samples at 
Kaohsiung Medical University Hospital from 1990 to 2010. Five cases were recorded, all of 
which were of the unicentric type and hyaline vascular variant. The diagnoses were made 
based on surgical excisions, and no cases of recurrence were found after at least 1 year 
of follow-up, indicating the good prognosis. We present our case review and discuss the 
findings. (Thorac Med 2013; 28: 1-7) 
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Introduction 

Castleman’s disease (CD) is an uncommon 
lymphoproliferative disease that was first de-

scribed by Benjamin in 1956 [1]. The etiology 
and pathogenesis are still uncertain. Chronic 
low-grade inflammation, a hamartomatous pro-
cess, immunodeficiency and autoimmunity have 
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all been proposed as likely mechanisms [2]. In 
addition, infections such as Epstein-Barr virus, 
toxoplasma, and Mycobacterium tuberculosis 
have been noted in patients with CD, and may 
also be possible mechanisms. The mediastinum 
is most commonly involved (70%), followed 
by the neck, abdomen and axillae [3]. The vari-
ous types of CD are characterized by distinc-
tive lymphoid architectural changes in all nodal 
compartments, and can be divided into 4 types 
pathologically: unicentric, which has a hyaline 
vascular variant and a plasma cell variant, mul-
ticentric, and a new subtype, HHV-8-associated 
CD [4]. The unicentric type is the most com-
mon, accounting for approximately 80~90% of 
all cases of CD, and the hyaline vascular variant 
is the most common variant of the unicentric 
type, characterized by distinctive follicles with 
expanded mantle zones of small lymphocytes 
forming concentric rings surrounding 1 or more 
atresic germinal centers. The plasma cell vari-
ant is less common [5], is characterized by 
marked paracortical plasmacytosis, and occurs 
more commonly in the multicentric type of CD. 
Patients with the unicentric type of CD often 
exhibit no symptoms or only lymphadenopathy. 
They can often be treated surgically and usually 
have a good prognosis [6]. However, recurrence, 
and the coexistence of unicentric CD with ma-
lignancies or malignant sequelae after surgical 
resection have been reported [7-8]. The multi-
centric type, accounting for approximately 10~ 
20% of all cases of CD, is histopathologically 
characterized by a massive accumulation of 
polyclonal plasma cells in the interfollicular 
region. This type of CD often has clinical find-
ings, including generalized lymphadenopathy, 
fever, night sweats, malaise, splenomegaly, 
hypergammaglobulinemia, and cytopenias such 
as anemia and thrombocytopenia [9-10]. The 

multicentric type often has a more aggressive 
clinical course with the potential for malignant 
transformation and a poor outcome [11]. 

The purpose of this study was to investigate 
all of the pathologically proven cases of CD 
during the last 20 years in a tertiary teaching 
hospital in southern Taiwan, document the clin-
ical presentations, tumor location, size, therapy 
and outcomes in the past 20 years, and perform 
a literature review. 

Materials and Methods

Using a computer-assisted search of medical 
records, we retrospectively reviewed all cases 
with a definite diagnosis of CD at Kaohsiung 
Medical University Hospital (a 1,600-bed ter-
tiary teaching hospital), in Kaohsiung, Taiwan 
from January 1990 to December 2010. Patholog-
ically proven cases of CD were defined as those 
having a specific pathological feature observed 
by a pathologist and verified through a peer re-
view. We recorded the types of CD, including 
unicentric and multicentric, and variants in-
cluding hyaline vascular and plasma cell. We 
also carefully documented the basic informa-
tion, clinical presentations, diagnostic methods, 
treatment and prognosis.

Results 

Only 5 patients with CD were identified in 
the hospital records of the last 20 years. There 
was a female predominance, and the mean age 
was 48.4 years (range, 24~79 years). Two pa-
tients presented with an asymtomatic mass in 
the mediastinum that was unexpectedly noted 
on chest x-rays (CXR) during a health check. 
Chest computerized tomography (CT) showed 
a prominent huge mass in the middle mediasti-
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Fig. 2.  Histopathological sections (hematoxylin & eosin stain) at 2 magnifications, original magnification x 100 (2A) and original magnification x 
40 (2B), showed hyalinized vessels within germinal follicles that were surrounded by onion-like lymphocytes, indicating the typical features of the 
hyaline-vascular variant of CD.

num with the initial impression of lymphoma in 
both patients (Figure 1). Two other patients had 
palpable masses in the neck for 2 weeks and 2 
months, respectively. The remaining patient had 
a mass lesion in the inguinal area for 1 month. 
All of the patients had unicentric CD and the 
hyaline vascular variant (Figure 2); there were 
no cases of multicentric or plasma cell variant 
unicentric CD. All of the patients underwent 
successful surgical excision, and no evidence 
of tumor recurrence was noted after at least 1 
year of follow-up, with the longest follow-up 
duration being 16 years. This indicates a good 
prognosis for unicentric CD with the hyaline 
vascular variant (Table 1).

Discussion 

We documented all cases of CD in a tertiary 
teaching hospital in southern Taiwan from 1990 
to 2010. All of the patients had the unicentric 
type of CD with the hyaline vascular variant, 
and they all underwent successful surgical exci-
sion. No recurrence within the first year of fol-

(A)

(B)

Fig. 1.  Enhanced chest CT showed a homogeneous mass with 
moderate enhancement in the middle mediastinum in a patient (1A). 
No recurrence was noted after 1 year of follow-up (1B).
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low-up was noted, indicating a good prognosis. 
CD is rare, and the unicentric type with the 

hyaline vascular variant is most common. Such 
patients are often asymptomatic [4]. Because of 
its rarity, the initial impression of a CD-related 
mass is often lymphoma [1], solitary malig-
nancy [5,12-13], metastatic carcinoma [2,14] 
or an infectious disease [9-10,15], rather than 
CD. Contrast-enhanced CT is used routinely for 
the differential diagnosis [15] or follow-up, and 
the CD findings often show a homogeneous or 
heterogeneous mass of soft tissue attenuation 
[2,16]. Furthermore, 18F-FDG PET imaging for 
CD has been proposed to be an effective tool 
for the initial assessment of disease extension, 
monitoring treatment, and the detection of re-
current disease, especially the multicentric type 
of CD [17]. 

The unicentric type of CD often needs 
nothing less than complete surgical excision [6]. 

These patients often have a good prognosis, as 
with our patients. However, if a particular case 
of the unicentric type of CD is unresectable, 
treatment strategies should be partial resection, 
external beam radiation therapy or observation 
alone [6,18]. Recurrence or the coexistence of 
CD with other malignancies or malignant se-
quelae in such cases is possible. Al-Saleh et al 
documented a unicentric type of CD in the ret-
roperitoneum that was proven by an excisional 
biopsy [12]. The mass was extensively ex-
cised, and the final diagnosis showed the same 
pathological features as the biopsy. Chan et al 
reported a patient with the coexistence of uni-
centric CD and locally advanced papillary renal 
cell carcinoma [19]. Takehara et al reported a 
case with the coexistence of unicentric CD and 
a leiomyosarcoma in the retroperitoneum [20]. 
In addition, Bowne et al described a patient that 
had the unicentric type of CD with complete re-

Table 1.  Summary of demographic and clinical findings and the prognosis of Castleman’s Disease (CD) in Kaohsiung Medical University 
Hospital from 1990 to 2010

Patient 
NO.

Age/
gender

Subtype Location Initial presentations Size (cm x cm
x cm)

Therapy Follow up and 
outcome

1 46/F Unicentric
Hyaline-vascular

Mediastinum Nil (health exam)  4 x 3 x 3 Surgical 
excision  

No more 
recurrence for 
16 years

2 65/F Unicentric
Hyaline-vascular

Right inguinal 
area 

A palpable mass 
over inguinal area  
for 1 month) 

3 x 2 x 2 Surgical 
excision 

No more 
recurrence for 
11 years

3 24/F Unicentric
Hyaline-vascular

Right neck A palpable mass 
over neck for 2 
weeks

4.5 x 2.1 x 1 Surgical 
excision 

No more 
recurrence for 5 
years

4 79/F Unicentric
Hyaline-vascular

Left neck A palpable mass 
over neck for 2 
months

2.4 x 1.8 x 1.8 Surgical 
excision 

No more 
recurrence for 3 
years

5 28/M Unicentric
Hyaline-vascular

Mediastinum Nil (health exam) 5.5 x 3 x 1 Surgical 
excision 

No more 
recurrence for 1 
years
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section, but a large-cell malignant lymphoma of 
B-cell origin developed 1 year later [6]. Several 
similar reports have been documented and most 
of them involved lymphoma [7-8,21]. There-
fore, careful follow-up is necessary. No disease 
recurrence was detected in any of our patients 
after complete resection.

Multicentric CD has been reported to have 
a high incidence of malignancies, especially 
lymphoma and Kaposi’s sarcoma, reportedly 
involving 32% of patients with this type of CD 
[4,7,21]. Therapy is diverse and controversial. 
The most common treatments have been high-
dose corticosteroids alone or combined with 
chemotherapy [6,22]. However, in some re-
ports, the disease progressed rapidly and led to 
mortality, clearly indicating a poor prognosis. A 
multicentric type of CD has recently provided a 
new therapeutic target. Recognition of the role 
of interleukin-6 in disease perpetuation has led 
to the use of an antihuman interleukin-6 recep-
tor monoclonal antibody, tocilizumab [23]. 
Rituximab, an anti-CD20 monoclonal antibody, 
targets CD20-positive B lymphocytes, a promi-
nent component of this disorder [1]. Human 
herpes virus-8 and angiogenesis [4], both in-
volved in the pathogenesis of CD, may provide 
additional unique therapeutic opportunities.

In summary, CD is a poorly understood dis-
ease that creates both diagnostic and therapeu-
tic dilemmas for physicians. Complete surgical 
resection of unicentric disease at the time of 
presentation is likely to afford the best chance 
of a cure [6], as seen in our patients. Radiation 
therapy has been used with varied success in 
patients who are poor surgical candidates or 
in those with unresectable unicentric lesions 
[18]. Long-term follow-up is necessary due to 
possible malignant sequelae. In addition, multi-
centric CD has a higher incidence of malignant 

transformation and needs more aggressive treat-
ment.
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卡斯托曼病在南臺灣一醫院之經驗

連啟惇 *,**　周世華 ***　吳俊杰 ****　黃明賢 **,*****　楊志仁 **,*****,******

卡斯托曼病是一種少見的淋巴增生性疾病且縱膈腔是最容易被侵犯的地方。因為少見所以它的病因

及病理機轉仍然不明，起初的表現可以類似淋巴癌、單一惡性腫瘤、轉移癌或是感染症。依據卡斯托曼病

獨特的淋巴結構可以區分為四種病理型態，包括單一中心型（透明血管變異及血漿細胞變異）、多重中心

型、及人類皰疹病毒第八型相關的卡斯托曼病。卡斯托曼病的預後與分型有關，單一中心型通常有較好的

預後，但是其還是可能會復發或合併其他種類卡斯托曼病與惡性腫瘤同時發生。我們從 1990 年起至 2010
年 5 月回顧高雄醫學大學附設醫院所有以病理確定診斷卡斯托曼病的病例，共計有 5 例。所有病例皆為單

一中心型及透明血管變異。這些病例皆有良好預後，於手術切除診斷後追蹤至少一年以上皆無復發。我們

發表這個研究整理及討論我們的發現。( 胸腔醫學 2013; 28: 1-7)

關鍵詞：卡斯托曼病，單一中心型，透明血管型

高雄市立聯合醫院　內科部 *，高雄醫學大學附設中和紀念醫院　內科部　胸腔內科 **，外科部　胸腔外科 ***，
病理部 ****，高雄醫學大學醫學院　內科系 *****，高雄市立大同醫院　內科部 ******
索取抽印本請聯絡：楊志仁醫師，高雄醫學大學附設中和紀念醫院　內科部　胸腔內科，高雄市十全一路 100 號
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Efficacy Comparison of Conventional Computed 
Tomography and Whole-body 18F-Fluorodeoxyglucose 

Positron Emission Tomography for Staging in
Non-small Cell Lung Cancer Patients

Ping-Chih Hsu, Chih-Hung Chen, Kung-Chu Ho*, Yi-Chen Wu**, Kuo-Chin Kao***, 
Chien-Ying Liu, Wen-Cheng Chang****, Ying-Huang Tsai***, Cheng-Ta Yang***

Objectives: The prognosis of non-small cell lung cancer (NSCLC) is strongly correlated 
with the disease stage. Both 18F-fluorodeoxyglucose positron emission tomography (FDG-
PET) and conventional contrast-enhanced computed tomography (CT) are commonly used 
for staging, and their accuracies may thus influence the clinical outcome of NSCLC treatment. 
In this study, we investigated the efficacy of both methods for staging, particularly mediastinal 
nodal staging, in NSCLC patients.

Methods: From November 2006 to July 2010, 596 newly diagnosed NSCLC patients 
who had received chest CT and subsequent FDG-PET for initial staging were enrolled for 
assessment. Of these, 173 patients who received surgical resection without neoadjuvant 
therapy were further analyzed based on the final pathological stage. 

Results: Compared to CT, FDG-PET led to upstaging in 180 (30.2%) patients and 
downstaging in 29 (4.9%). The pathological results of the 173 (31.0%) patients who received 
surgical intervention without neoadjuvant therapy revealed that the accuracy rate in staging 
was 57.8% by CT and 60.7% by PET. The sensitivity, specificity, positive predictive value, 
negative predictive value and accuracy for mediastinal nodal staging (N2) were 42.9%, 
95.0%, 52.9%, 92.3% and 88.4% by CT, and 62.0%, 96.0%, 68.4%, 94.8% and 91.9% by 
PET, respectively. 

Conclusions: This study suggests that FDG-PET is superior to conventional CT on the 
clinical staging of NSCLC, but there was still a false positive rate up to 31.6% in mediastinal 
staging or metastasis by FDG-PET. The false positive may cause that some patients receive 
inadequate treatment. Therefore, if nodal involvement is suspected by either image study 
which may alter the decision for surgical treatment, another invasive procedure may be 
required for tissue proof. (Thorac Med 2013; 28: 8-17) 

Key words: non-small cell lung cancer, 18F-fluorodeoxyglucose positron emission tomography (FDG-PET), 
staging, mediastinal lymph node

Department of Thoracic Medicine, Chang Gung Memorial Hospital, Taoyuan, Taiwan; *Department of Nuclear 
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Respiratory Care, College of Medicine, Chang Gung University, Taoyuan, Taiwan; ****Department of Hematology–
Oncology, Chang Gung Memorial Hospital, Taoyuan, Taiwan
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Introduction

Lung cancer is a leading cause of cancer-
related deaths in both males and females in 
Taiwan. Non-small cell lung cancer (NSCLC) 
accounts for most of the newly diagnosed cases 
of lung cancer each year [1]. The disease stage 
is strongly correlated with the prognosis and 
survival of NSCLC patients, and therefore ap-
propriate initial staging of NSCLC is very im-
portant in decision-making with regard to treat-
ment [2].

Fluorine-18 fluorodeoxyglucose positron 
emission tomography (FDG-PET) is commonly 
used for nodal staging and detecting distant me-
tastasis in NSCLC patients, and for providing 
functional information on tumor metabolism 
[3]. FDG-PET is a non-invasive and sensitive 
tool, and its accuracy, in addition to findings 
on conventional contrast-enhanced computed 
tomography (CT), may substantially alter the 
treatment strategy for NSCLC patients [4].

Several studies have reported that FDG PET 
had an impact on the decision-making when 
planning treatment for NSCLC patients [5-7]. 
These studies reported that FDG-PET findings 
changed the initial stage in patients who were 
diagnosed with NSCLC, especially in cases 
of distant metastasis or advanced mediastinal 
lymph node involvement, and therefore futile 
thoracotomies were avoided. However, pulmo-
nary inflammatory or granulomatous diseases 
such as organized pneumonia, tuberculosis (TB), 
or silicosis can cause an increased uptake signal 
in FDG-PET, resulting in an increase in false 
positive rates [8]. The matter of most concern 
in a TB-endemic area such as East Asia [9] is 
that such false positive results may lead to inad-
equate treatment for patients, and possibly even 
a lost opportunity for curative therapy. In this 

study, we investigated and compared the effi-
cacy of FDG-PET and CT for staging, particu-
larly mediastinal nodal staging, in Taiwanese 
patients with NSCLC. In addition, we evaluated 
whether the staging results of FDG-PET or CT 
were compatible with the final pathological 
results of the patients who received surgical 
treatment without neoadjuvant radiotherapy or 
chemotherapy.

Materials and Methods

Study subjects
We reviewed the medical records of NSCLC 

patients at Chang Gung Memorial Hospital, 
Linkou, Taoyuan, Taiwan between November 
2006 and July 2010. The inclusion criteria were 
patients with newly diagnosed NSCLC proven 
by histology, and those who had received both 
chest CT and FDG-PET in the initial staging. A 
total of 596 patients were enrolled for analysis. 
The TNM staging system for NSCLC we used 
was that of the American Joint Committee on 
Cancer (AJCC) 6th edition.

Conventional staging procedures before FDG-
PET

Before FDG-PET, the stage was determined 
by conventional staging procedures, which were 
performed depending on clinical needs. The 
conventional staging procedures included his-
tory, physical examination, chest radiography, 
enhanced chest and brain CT scans and bron-
choscopy. In some cases, brain magnetic reso-
nance imaging (MRI) was done because there 
were symptoms suggestive of metastasis, and 
enhanced brain CT did not provide a definite 
diagnosis. The results and data of all these con-
ventional staging procedures were interpreted 
by experienced radiologists, as well as medical 
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oncologists or pulmonary physicians.

18F-FDG PET
Patients were intravenously injected with 

370 MBq (10 mCi) of 18F-FDG 1 hour before 
a whole body PET scan. They were instructed 
to fast for 6 hours before the examination. 
18F-FDG PET images were obtained using an 
ECAT EXACT HR+ camera (Siemens/CTI Inc., 
Knoxville, TN) using full width at half-maxi-
mum of 4.5 mm and a transaxial field of view 
of 15 cm. Transaxial, sagittal, and coronal scans 
were assessed primarily to detect the abnormal 
foci of increased FDG uptake. A visual analysis 
score (VAS) using a 4-point scale was primarily 
used to determine 18FDG uptake in lymph nodes 
and other lesion sites, and the standardized up-
take value was used as an accessory reference. 
The 4-point scale considered both the intensity 
of 18F-FDG uptake in the lesion sites and the 
contrast between the background sites and le-
sion sites showing 18F-FDG accumulation. A 
VAS of 3 or 4 was considered positive for ma-
lignancy, whereas a score of 1 or 2 was consid-
ered negative. An additional conventional non-
contrast CT would be also done with the PET 
scan. The size and peripheral structure or organ 
direct invasion of the primary tumor were not 
evaluated by 18F-FDG PET. This procedure was 
used mainly to detect lymph node involvement 
or distant metastasis. All of the images were in-
terpreted by experienced nuclear physicians. 

Comparison of CT and 18F-FDG PET staging 
with pathological results

We reviewed the pathological stages of the 
patients who had received surgical resection 
without neoadjuvant therapy, and compared 
those findings with the CT and FDG-PET stag-
ing. Patients who had received radiotherapy 

and/or chemotherapy before surgery were ex-
cluded from this comparison.

Statistics
We calculated the sensitivity, specificity, 

positive (PPV) and negative predictive values 
(NPV) and accuracy for N2 involvement and 
distant metastasis as follows: 

Sensitivity true positive / true posi-
tive + false negative

Specificity true negative / true nega-
tive + false positive

Positive predictive 
value (PPV)

true positive / all positive

Negative predic-
tive value (NPV)

true negative / all negative

Accuracy true positive + true nega-
tive / all cases

Results

Patient characteristics 
In summary, there were 349 (58.6%) male 

and 247 (41.4%) female patients, with a median 
age of 66 years (range 30-90 years). The most 
predominant histological subtype of NSCLC 
was adenocarcinoma (n = 381, 63.9%), fol-
lowed by squamous cell carcinoma (n = 143, 
23.9%). Most patients had stage III disease (n 
= 193, 32.4%) before FDG-PET. The number 
of stage I and stage IV patients was similar (n = 
161 [27%] and n = 163 [27.3%], respectively), 
and stage II patients accounted for the least pro-
portion (n = 79, 13.3%) of patients in the study 
(Table 1).

Stage change after FDG-PET 
In 65.0% of the patients, the stage before 

PET and after PET was concordant (Table 2). 
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Ninety-two (38.8%) of the CT stage I and II 
patients were upstaged because of N2 and/or 
N3 lymph node involvement or distant metasta-
sis after FDG-PET. Of 19 patients with distant 
metastasis detected by FDG-PET, 11 (58%) had 
bony metastasis only, 6 (31.6%) had lung-to-
lung metastasis and pleural seeding, and 2 had 
distant lymph node involvement. The initial 
CT stage in 1 patient was T2aN0M0 stage IB; 
however, a hypermetabolic lesion was detected 
in the right axillary lymph node by FDG-PET. 

Nevertheless, the final pathology of this lymph 
node biopsy showed necrotizing granulation tis-
sue, and the patient finally underwent curative 
surgery for the primary lung tumor. 

Seventy (36.2%) CT stage III patients were 
upstaged to stage IV because metastasis was 
detected, and 4 (2%) patients were downstaged. 
Bone metastasis was detected in 99 patients us-
ing FDG-PET, and was the most extrathoracic 
distant metastatic site that was detected by this 
method. Forty-six of the 99 patients had bone 
metastasis that was not detected in conventional 
CT, and they were subsequently upstaged to 
stage IV. In addition, liver cancer was detected 
in 4 patients by FDG-PET, but liver metastasis 
was not found on conventional CT initially. The 
brain metastasis of 19 patients was detected by 
conventional contrast-enhanced brain CT or 
brain MRI initially. Nineteen (11.7%) of the CT 
stage IV patients were downstaged. Twelve of 
these 19 patients were diagnosed with lung-to-
lung metastasis by chest CT initially, but these 
nodules did not present as hypermetabolism on 
FDG-PET. Overall, 180 (30.2%) patients were 
upstaged and 29 (4.9%) were downstaged after 
FDG-PET.

Accuracy of CT and FDG-PET for staging 
based on the pathological findings

The pathological findings of 100 (57.8%) 
and 105 (60.7%) cases were in agreement with 
CT and FDG-PET staging, respectively (Table 
3 and Table 4). The sensitivity, specificity, PPV, 
NPV and accuracy for N2 involvement and 
metastasis by CT or FDG-PET staging were 
calculated based on the pathological diagnoses 
(Table 5 and Table 6). The sensitivity and PPV 
of both CT and FDG-PET were somewhat low. 
The sensitivity and PPV for CT were 42.90% 
and 52.90%, respectively, and for FDG-PET, 

Table 1.  Characteristics of the 596 patients with non-small cell lung 
cancer

Characteristics
Number of patients 

(%)
Total patients 596

Gender

Male 349 (58.6)

Female 247 (41.4)

Median age, years (range)   66 (30-90)

Pathology

Adenocarcinoma 381 (63.9)

Squamous cell carcinoma 143 (23.9)

Non-small cell carcinoma   44 (7.4)

Bronchioloalveolar carcinoma     8 (1.3)

Other *   20 (3.4)

Stage before PET**

Stage I 161 (27)

Stage II   79 (13.3)

Stage III 193 (32.4)

Stage IV 163 (27.3)
Patients received surgical 
resection without neoadjuvant 
therapy

173 (29.0)

* Large cell carcinoma, lymphoepithelial carcinoma, sarcomatoid 
carcinoma, or mixed type malignancy.
** Based on physical examination, chest radiation plain film, 
enhanced chest CT and enhanced brain CT, and brain MRI in some 
cases.
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61.90% and 68.40%, respectively. Both CT 
and FDG-PET had higher specificity rates, 
NPVs and accuracy. The specificity rate, NPV 
and accuracy for CT were 95.0%, 92.30%, and 
88.40%, respectively, and 96.0%, 94.80% and 
91.90%, respectively, for FDG-PET.

In 8 patients, conventional CT initially 
found mediastinal lymph nodes that were de-
termined to be malignant. However, 1 of these 
8 patients had hamartoma, 1 had bronchopneu-
moniae and the other 6 had only fibrosis lesions, 
which were found finally by pathologic exami-

nations. Of the 12 patients whose mediastinal 
nodes were diagnosed finally as malignant on 
the pathologic examinations, all were smaller 
than 1 cm in diameter on CT examination.

Mediastinal lymph nodes in 6 patients 
showed a hypermetabolic signal on FDG-PET, 
and were proposed to be malignant metastasis 
initially, but on the final pathology, 4 of them 
were diagnosed as reactive nodes, 1 was case-
ous necrotizing granuloma and the other was 
silicosis. Eight patients who were diagnosed as 
having mediastinal lymph node metastasis on 

Table 2.  Comparison of the stage of NSCLC before and after PET in the 596 patient

Stage 
before PET

Satge after PET (number of patients)
Number 

of patients
IA IB IIA IIB IIIA IIIB IV 

Upstaging 
(%)

Down staging 
(%)

I IA   79 57   0   7   1   5   5    4 22   0

IB   82   0 53   5   1 17   5    1 29   0

II IIA   43   3   3 16   0   8   7    6 21   6

IIB   36   0   0   0 16 11   1    8 20   0

III IIIA   94   0   0   0   1 42 18   33 51   1

IIIB   99   0   0   0   0   3 59   37 37   3

IV IV 163   1   3   1   2   4   8 144   0 19

Total 596 180 (30.2) 29 (4.9)

Table 3.  Comparison of CT and pathological stages of patients who received surgical resection without neoadjuvant therapy

CT stage
Pathology stage (number of patients)

Total IA IB IIA IIB IIIA IIIB IV
Accurate rate 

(%)

I
IA   62 36 14   8 0 3 0 1 36

IB   47   0 37   7 0 3 0 0 37

II
IIA   25   7   0 14 2 2 0 0 14

IIB   18   0   0   4 5 9 1 0   5

III
IIIA   14   1   3   0 1 8 1 0   8

IIIB     0   0   0   0 0 0 0 0   0

IV     7   0   4   0 1 2 0 0   0

Total 173 100 (57.8)
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the final pathologic examination had a weak 
signal on FDG-PET initially, and the standard-
ized uptake values (SUV) were all less than 2. 

Discussion

Whole body PET is a useful and less inva-
sive procedure to improve staging for head and 

neck cancer, lymphoma, soft tissue sarcoma, 
gastrointestinal stromal tumors and lung can-
cer. However, the role of FDG-PET in NSCLC 
is still unclear. In the present study, the initial 
staging was changed after FDG-PET in 209 
(35.0%) patients, including 180 (30.2%) who 
were upstaged and 29 (4.9%) who were down-
staged. This is similar to results in previous 

Table 4.  Comparison of 18F-FDG PET and pathological stages of patients who received surgical resection without neoadjuvant therap

PET stage
Pathology stage (number of patients)

Total IA IB IIA IIB IIIA IIIB IV
Accurate rate 

(%)

I
IA   54 36 11   5 0   1 0 1 36

IB   48   5 34   5 1   3 0 0 34

II
IIA   24   2   4 15 0   3 0 0 15

IIB   19   0   2   6 5   5 1 0   5

III
IIIA   27   1   5   3 2 15 1 0 15

IIIB     0   0   0   0 0   0 0 0   0

IV IV     1   0   1   0 0   0 0 0   0

Total 173 44 57 34 8 27 2 1 105 (60.7)

Table 5.  Contingency table for CT and FDG-PET staging in N2 involvement

Pathology N2 positive Pathology N2 negative
CT N2 positive   9     8
CT N2 negative 12 144
PET N2 positive 13     6
PET N2 negative   8 146

Table 6.  Sensitivity, specificity, positive predictive value (PPV), negative predictive value (NPV), and accuracy of CT and PET for N2 
involvement and distant metastasis

CT PET

Sensitivity   42.90% 61.9%

Specificity 95.0% 96.0%

Positive predictive value (PPV)   52.90%   68.40%

Negative predictive value (NPV)   92.30%   94.80%

Accuracy   88.40%   91.90%
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retrospective and prospective studies [10-11]. 
Margery et al. reported that FDG-PET changed 
the initial stage in approximately 29% of pa-
tients with NSCLC [11]. Another large retro-
spective study found that the initial staging of 
29.6% of NSCLC patients was altered because 
of FDG-PET findings [10]. 

Detection of N2 and/or N3 involvement 
is a crucial issue in determining the needs for 
neoadjuvant therapy in surgical candidates 
[12]. The sensitivity of FDG-PET for medi-
astinal node detection has been reported to be 
40% to 91.6% in several studies [13-15]. All 
the specificities were higher than 80% in these 
studies, and the PPV was around 70% with the 
NPV ranging from 83% to 98% [13-16]. In our 
study, the sensitivity and PPV of FDG-PET for 
mediastinal node metastasis were 61.90% and 
68.40%, respectively, which were higher than 
those of CT (42.90% and 52.90%, respectively). 
Higher specificity, NPV and accuracy of FDG-
PET (more than 90% for all 3) were also shown 
in the present study. Based on the high speci-
ficity and NPV of FDG-PET in this study, we 
suggest that FDG-PET is a more accurate tool 
than CT for staging of NSCLC patients, and in 
particular those who have potentially resectable 
disease. 

However, FDG-PET had a false positive 
rate of up to 31.6% in mediastinal staging, and 
the sensitivity was only 61.90% in the pres-
ent study. We reviewed the pathology of the 6 
patients who had a false positive for N2 metas-
tasis on FDG-PET, and found that the medias-
tinal lymph nodes of 4 patients were reactive 
nodes, another was a proven caseous necrotiz-
ing granuloma and the other was silicosis. As is 
well known, abnormal FDG uptake frequently 
occurs in granulomatous or inflammatory dis-
eases [17-18]. In TB-endemic areas such as 

East Asia, including Taiwan [9,16]. FDG-PET 
has been reported to have a relatively low sen-
sitivity and PPV in nodal staging of NSCLC. A 
previous study in another TB-endemic area also 
showed a sensitivity of only 61% for FDG-PET 
in mediastinal lymph node detection, which is 
similar to our result [19]. The patients in this 
study were all residents of Taiwan, where the 
prevalence of TB infection is much higher than 
in Western countries [9,16].

Although FDG-PET may prevent some un-
necessary surgical procedures, most clinicians 
are also concerned about the high false positive 
rate in mediastinal node and metastasis staging, 
which may mistakenly change curative treat-
ment to palliative care. There have been some 
improvements in measurement techniques in 
FDG-PET for nodal staging; however, the diag-
nostic accuracy of FDG-PET has not improved 
much as a result [16,20]. Although Tournoy et 
al. proposed alternative SUV parameters such 
as the node/liver SUV ratio, which could have 
better sensitivity and specificity than lymph 
node SUV for diagnosis of N2 disease, this 
study finally concluded that invasive intratho-
racic lymph node staging may not be replaced 
by FDG PET [21]. Therefore, if there is sus-
pected mediastinal nodal involvement on either 
CT or FDG-PET, further invasive procedures 
such as endobronchial ultrasound-guided trans-
bronchial aspiration or mediastinoscopy for 
direct tissue proof may be required for adequate 
diagnosis and staging [22-24]. 

In conclusion, FDG-PET provides more ac-
curate and efficient staging than conventional 
enhanced CT for NSCLC patients, especially 
for those who have potentially resectable dis-
ease. However, for mediastinal nodal involve-
ment and distant metastasis patients, further 
invasive procedures may sometimes be needed 
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for direct tissue proof, especially in TB-endem-
ic areas.
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傳統電腦斷層和正子掃瞄在非小細胞癌診斷分期上的
準確度分析比較

徐稟智　陳志弘　何恭之 *　吳怡成 **　高國晉 ***　劉劍英　張文震 ****
蔡熒煌 ***　楊政達 ***

背景：非小細胞肺癌（non-small cell lung cancer, NSCLC）的分期和預後有重要的關連，正子掃瞄

（18F-fluorodeoxyglucose positron emission tomography, FDG PET）和傳統電腦斷層掃瞄已經普遍使用在非

小細胞肺癌的診斷和分期上。然而這兩項檢查的準確度可能影響在臨床上的治療計畫，尤其是在縱膈腔淋

巴結（N2）診斷方面。所以本研究目的在於分析這兩項檢查在非小細胞肺癌的分期準確度比較。

方法：本研究瀏覽了自 2006 年 11 月到 2010 年 7 月，596 名新診斷的非小細胞肺癌的病患，並且在

初診斷時同接受正子掃瞄和傳統電腦斷層掃瞄者，分析其分期治療計畫的改變。在接受手術的病患中，以

最後病理確定的診斷分期去比較這兩者檢查在分期上的準確度。

結果：相較於傳統電腦斷層，加上全身正子掃瞄之後，有百分之三十的病人分期上的改變是上升

的，另外百分之四點九的病人分期下降，因此，百分之二十六點三的病人會改變原本的治療計畫。其中

有一百七十三名病人在沒有接受任何前置輔助治療（Neoadjuvant therapy）下直接接受手術治療，以這些

手術後的病理組織作為最後分期診斷的根據比較，電腦斷層的準確率為百分之五十七點八，全身正子掃瞄

為百分之六十點七。對於縱膈腔淋巴結（N2）分期的診斷靈敏度（Sensitivity）、特異度（Specificity）、陽

性預測值（Positive predictive value）、陰性預測值（Negative predictive value）和準確率（Accuracy），在電

腦斷層分別為 42.9%, 95.0%, 52.9%, 92.3% 及 88.4%，而在正子掃瞄方面為 62.0%, 96.0%, 68.4%, 94.8% 及

91.9%。

結論：該研究顯示出正子掃瞄（FDG PET）對於非小細胞肺癌的臨床分期上是稍優於電腦斷層。但

是在在縱膈腔淋巴結（N2）或遠處轉移分期診斷方面仍有三成左右的偽陽性率，這也可能使得有些病人

失去痊癒治療的機會。因此，當這兩項檢查有懷疑癌細胞縱膈腔淋巴結侵犯時，或許進一步侵襲性的如經

內視鏡超音波穿刺或縱膈腔鏡去直接取得組織證實是建議必要的。( 胸腔醫學 2013; 28: 8-17)
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Pulmonary Alveolar Proteinosis Combined with 
Pulmonary Aspergillosis in an Elderly Patient:

A Case Report and Literature Review

Ping-Hsien Tsou, Pin-Kuei Fu, Yi-Hsien Chen*, Gwan-Han Shen, Jeng-Yuan Hsu

Pulmonary alveolar proteinosis (PAP) is a rare disease characterized by the accumulation 
of surfactant lipids and proteins in the alveoli of the lungs, leading to respiratory insufficiency 
and alveolar macrophage dysfunction. The median age at diagnosis is 42 years. It is 
uncommon in the elderly and has a high morbidity, mainly from respiratory failure and 
infection. We report the case of a 74-year-old female diabetic patient with PAP and pulmonary 
aspergillosis complicated by severe hypoxemic respiratory failure and long-term ventilator 
dependence. The hypoxemia was resolved, lung infiltrates reduced, and the patient was 
weaned from the ventilator after successful anti-fungal therapy and sequential unilateral 
whole lung lavage. (Thorac Med 2013; 28: 18-24) 

Key words: pulmonary alveolar proteinosis, aspergillosis, long-term ventilator dependence
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Introduction

Pulmonary alveolar proteinosis (PAP) is a 
rare syndrome that is characterized by the ac-
cumulation of surfactant lipids and proteins in 
the alveoli and terminal airways, causing respi-
ratory insufficiency. A systematic review of 241 
PAP cases in China found that the median age 
at diagnosis was 42 years, ranging from 40 days 
to 66 years [1]. High levels of granulocyte-mac-
rophage colony-stimulating factor (GM-CSF), 
which neutralizes auto-antibodies, are detected 
specifically in patients with idiopathic PAP [2]. 
In GM-CSF gene knockout PAP mice, mortality 

from infection and susceptibility to bacterial, 
fungal, and mycobacterial pathogens were in-
creased [3]. Thus, it has long been recognized 
that patients with PAP are at risk of secondary 
infections with a variety of organisms, leading 
to pulmonary, systemic and disseminated dis-
eases [4]. 

In 1993, Kita et al [5] reported the autopsy 
finding from a 49-year-old woman with acute 
lymphocytic leukemia (ALL) associated with 
secondary PAP and systemic aspergillosis. In 
2002, Katagiri [6] et al reported the case of a 
53-year-old woman with acute myeloid leuke-
mia (AML) with pulmonary aspergillosis and 



19Pulmonary Alveolar Proteinosis and Pulmonary Aspergillosis in an Elderly Patient

胸腔醫學：民國 102 年 28 卷 1 期�

secondary PAP. In 2010, Lin [7] et al reported 
the case of a 71-year-old woman with rhinocer-
ebral aspergillosis and secondary PAP, success-
fully treated by anti-fungal therapy. However, 
secondary PAP associated with pulmonary 
aspergillosis in a patient with no hematological 
malignancy has not been reported before. We 
herein report a 74-year-old woman with rare 
old-age-onset PAP associated with pulmonary 
aspergillosis, successfully treated with whole 
lung lavage and anti-fungal therapy.

Case Report

A 74-year-old woman was transferred from 
a local hospital due to progressive dyspnea and 
productive cough. Five months previous to this, 
she began to have dyspnea on exertion that 
gradually increased in severity, and she became 
bedridden. She also had productive cough with 
jelly-like sputum, but had no fever, chills, or he-
moptysis. She had been repeatedly hospitalized 
and treated for bacterial pneumonia and conges-

tive heart failure with antibiotics and diuretics, 
but in vain. She was a non-smoker, and had had 
hypertension and diabetes mellitus for 18 years 
under treatment with oral hypoglycemic drugs.

On admission at the emergency department, 
she had dyspnea and cyanosis. Her temperature 
was 37.8°C, pulse rate 104, respiratory rate 20 
per minute, blood pressure 114/63 mmHg, and 
oxygen saturation 87% in room air. Chest ex-
amination disclosed fine crackles in both lungs. 
Arterial blood gas analysis while the patient 
was breathing ambient air revealed a pH of 
7.52, PaO2 48.7 mmHg, PaCO2 48.3 mmHg, 
and bicarbonate 39.2 mmol/L. Hemogram and 
blood biochemistry studies revealed leukocy-
tosis (WBC 18600/cumm), elevated C-reactive 
protein (hs-CRP 1.21 mg/dL; reference range 
<0.3 mg/dL), hyperglycemia (glucose 413 mg/
dL) and an elevated lactate dehydrogenase level 
(LDH, 557 U/l; normal range, 120-240 U/l). 
The serum creatinine level was 1.0 mg/dL.

Electrocardiogram revealed sinus tachy-
cardia, and chest radiograph revealed bilateral, 

Fig. 1.  (A) Chest X-ray shows bilateral, diffuse alveolar infiltra-
tions. (B) Chest HRCT shows diffuse ground-glass opacity and 
inter-lobular septal thickening, resulting in a crazy-paving pattern 
and consolidation of the bilateral lower lobes.(A)

(B)
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diffuse alveolar infiltration without pleural ef-
fusion (Figure 1A). She was intubated and me- 
chanically ventilated for hypoxemic and hy-
percapnic respiratory failure. High-resolution 
computed tomography (HRCT) of the chest re- 
vealed diffuse ground-glass opacity and inter-
lobular septal thickening resulting in a crazy-
paving pattern, and consolidation of the bilater-
al lower lobes (Figure 1B). PAP or non-specific 
interstitial pneumonitis was the initial differen-
tial diagnosis. 

She was given empirical antimicrobial ther-
apy with ampicillin/sulbactam at the emergency 
department, and was admitted to the respiratory 
intensive care unit (ICU). During the next 24 
hours, her blood pressure went down to 86/54 
mmHg, with leukocytosis, pyuria, and purulent 
sputum. Intravenous fluids and piperacillin/
tazobactam were administered, and improved 
her blood pressure. Urine, blood, and sputum 
specimens were sent for culture. Broncho-alve-
olar lavage (BAL) fluid returned from the right 
middle lung had a milky appearance. Cytologi-
cal examination of the BAL fluid showed many 
periodic acid-Schiff (PAS)-positive granular eo-
sinophilic materials (Figure 2A). Papanicolaou 
staining of the BAL fluid showed abundant pau-
ci-cellular pale granular materials, and round 
or oval globules with an orange-colored center 
and green rim (Figure 2B), which were com-
patible with PAP. Moreover, BAL fluid culture 
and endotracheal aspiration grew Aspergillus 
fumigatus, and urine culture grew Escherichia 
coli. Blood culture was negative.

Systemic anti-fungal therapy with oral itra-
conazole (200 mg every 12 h) was administered. 
However, the patient’s respiratory status con-
tinued to deteriorate after BAL. She was se-
dated and paralyzed, with ventilation settings 
configured at a pressure-regulated volume con-

trol of 380 ml, 65-90% oxygen, positive end-
expiratory pressure (PEEP) of 14 cm H2O, and 
respiratory rate of 24 breaths per minute. The 
bilateral diffuse alveolar opacities on chest X-
ray improved after 1 week of oral itraconazole 
therapy. To avoid worsening of the Aspergillus 
infection, whole lung lavage was performed af-
ter 1 week of anti-fungal therapy.

To check if the patient could tolerate single-

(A)

(B)

Fig. 2.  (A) Cytology smear of BAL fluid shows amorphous 
materials that are PAS-positive (1000X). (B) Cytology smear of 
BAL fluid shows globules stained green at the rim and orange in the 
center (Papanicolaou stain, 1000X).
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lung ventilation, we replaced the single-lumen 
endotracheal tube with a double-lumen tube at 
the respiratory ICU, and each lung was ventilat-
ed independently for 1 hour prior to whole lung 
lavage. The left lung was lavaged first, while 
the right lung was independently ventilated. 
A total of 5.5 L of saline were instilled in 10 
exchanges, and 5 L returned from the left lung, 
requiring 65 min to complete. Milky fluid that 
was obtained from the lavage became progres-
sively less opaque. The procedure was stopped 
because the oxygen saturation had dropped to 
<80%.

After the incomplete unilateral whole lung 
lavage, the patient returned to the respiratory 
ICU with a single-lumen endotracheal tube. Ini-
tial PaO2 was 65 mmHg on FiO2 of 1.0. Due to 
the severe hypoxemia during left lung lavage, 
right lung lavage was postponed. The patient 
was ventilator-dependent for the next 45 days 
and underwent 5 weeks of anti-fungal therapy. 

Before the sequential right lung lavage, PaO2 

had already increased to 70 mmHg on FiO2 

of 0.4. She then received sequential right lung 
lavage with 5 L of saline. She was successfully 
weaned from the ventilator 5 days after the 
right lung lavage.

A chest radiograph revealed reduced bi-
lateral lung infiltrates (Figure 3). She was dis-
charged within 1 week, and received home oxy-
gen at 3 L/min by nasal cannula. On follow-up 
at the outpatient clinic 1 month later, her dys-
pnea had markedly improved, with exercise tol-
erance near baseline. Anti-fungal therapy was 
continued until chest radiographic abnormali-
ties had resolved.

Discussion

PAP usually presents with progressive dys-
pnea of gradual onset, and may be associated 
with low-grade fever [8]. Marked fever usually 
indicates the presence of a complicating pul-
monary infection. Biochemical abnormalities 
may include elevated serum levels of LDH [9]. 
In the HRCT scan, PAP has a characteristic 
appearance of patchy or geographic air-space 
“ground-glass” opacities or consolidation, with 
thickening of the inter-lobular septa, resulting 
in a “crazy-paving” pattern [10]. An accept-
able PAP diagnosis is based on histopathologic 
findings of specimens obtained by open lung 
biopsy, transbronchial lung biopsy (TBLB), 
video-assisted thoracoscopic surgery (VATS) 
biopsy or on cytologic findings in BAL fluid 
samples [11]. In the past, the diagnosis of PAP 
required open-lung biopsy, which remains the 
“gold standard” [4]. Open-lung biopsy is less 
commonly required now, because diagnosis 
can be established in clinically suspected cases 
by a typical CT-scan presentation, the clas-

Fig. 3.  Chest X-ray showed partial clearance of bilateral lung 
infiltrates.
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sic findings of a “milky” appearance, and the 
characteristic cytology findings of BAL fluid 
[12]. The cytology of BAL fluid often shows 
large amounts of granular eosinophilic mate-
rial with morphologically abnormal “foamy” 
macrophages engorged with PAS-positive in-
tracellular inclusions [4]. PAS is not routinely 
performed for all BAL fluid specimens because 
a diagnosis of PAP is not usually expected. The 
routinely performed staining method, Papanico-
laou staining, which often reveals the presence 
of round or oval “globules” with an orange-
colored center and green rim, has proved to be 
useful in aiding the diagnosis, especially when 
the number of globules is more than 18 [13].

PAP is further subdivided into congenital, 
idiopathic, and secondary categories, depending 
on whether it is caused by several genetic dis-
eases borne by mutations in GM-CSF receptor 
α chain (CSF2RA) or GM-CSF receptor β chain 
(CSFR2B) genes [14] or a primary disturbance 
of GM-CSF signaling [8], or is secondary to 
another disease, such as hematologic disorders, 
malignancy, immune deficiency syndromes, 
chronic inflammatory disorders, and chronic 
infections [15]. There are a few reports of As-
pergillus infections associated with PAP, and 
these were mainly pulmonary [16] or invasive 
rhino-cerebral aspergillosis [7], except 1 case 
of systemic aspergillosis defined at autopsy [5]. 
Most reported cases with concomitant PAP and 
aspergillosis in the literature are of patients with 
hematologic malignancies [7].

The mechanisms of secondary PAP associ-
ated with infection are less clear [8]. Most of 
these infections are confined to the lungs. The 
infection may lead to alveolar macrophage dys-
function and impaired pulmonary clearance of 
surfactant, which by nature is a good culture 
medium [4].

Secondary PAP, in some cases caused by 
extra-pulmonary aspergillosis, can be resolved 
by eradicating the underlying extra-pulmonary 
infection [7]. Non-resolving secondary PAP can 
be effectively treated by whole-lung lavage, al-
though this has not been well studied [8].

In the present case, pulmonary aspergillosis 
was not initially detected until the BAL fluid 
cytology revealed PAP and culture revealed co-
existing pulmonary aspergillosis. Hematologic 
malignancy and rhino-cerebral aspergillosis 
were excluded by the absence of both abnormal 
blood cells and clinical manifestations of sinus-
itis, like purulent nasal discharge, facial tender-
ness, headache, and nasal obstruction.

Elderly patients without hematologic malig-
nancy and with secondary PAP,  pulmonary as-
pergillosis and chronic ventilator-dependent re-
spiratory failure are rare,  since PAP is uncom-
mon in the elderly [1] and PAP patients, rarely 
require long-term mechanical ventilation [17]. 
Our patient could have been weaned earlier 
from long-term ventilation if the right lung had 
been lavaged earlier. The issue of delayed right 
lung lavage can be viewed in 2 ways. First, the 
profound hypoxemia that occurs during lavage 
could be life-threatening. Second, after anti-fun-
gal therapy, the patient’s oxygenation improved 
gradually. The delay allowed the subsequent 
right lung lavage to be performed more safely, 
and avoided any life-threatening hypoxemia.

This case demonstrates the importance of 
detecting concomitant infectious disease in a 
patient with PAP. Early anti-microbial therapy 
is as important as successful whole lung lavage.
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老年病人肺泡蛋白沉積症合併肺麴菌感染：
病例報告與文獻回顧

鄒秉諴　傅彬貴　陳奕先 *　沈光漢　許正園

肺泡蛋白沉積症是一種罕見的疾病。此疾病與肺表面活性劑在肺部累積，肺泡巨噬細胞失能有關，

導致呼吸困難與肺部免疫機能缺失。此疾病診斷的平均年齡為 42 歲，老年人的肺泡蛋白沉積症並不常見。

老年人常見的併發症包括嚴重呼吸衰竭與繼發機會性感染。我們報告一個 74 歲的肺泡蛋白沉積症病人，

合併嚴重低血氧呼吸衰竭與肺麴菌感染。病人在抗麴菌治療後，接受了單側循序性的全肺灌洗，成功的治

療了呼吸衰竭，並脫離了長時間依賴的呼吸器。( 胸腔醫學 2013; 28: 18-24)

關鍵詞：肺泡蛋白沉積症，麴菌，長期呼吸器依賴
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Life-threatening Upper Airway Obstruction Caused 
by Massive Subcutaneous Emphysema during 

Mechanical Ventilation: A Case Report

Jiann-Hwa Kao, Wen-Kuang Yu, Te-Cheng Lien

Subcutaneous emphysema usually causes pain and swelling, and requires conservative 
treatment only. We present a case with severe subcutaneous emphysema during positive 
pressure mechanical ventilation. Life-threatening complications developed in our patient, 
including intubation difficulty due to upper airway obstruction and occult pneumothorax. 
We performed an infraclavicular skin incision for decompression, after which endotracheal 
intubation could be carried out. Computed tomography (CT) after intubation clearly revealed a 
collapsed extrathoracic upper airway, which was compressed by extremely inflated soft tissue. 
CT also showed occult pneumothorax not found in the chest X-ray. Occult pneumothorax was 
also managed by tube thoracostomy. We believe subcutaneous emphysema in mechanically 
ventilated patients should be considered an alarm sign sometimes deserving of more than 
conservative treatment. (Thorac Med 2013; 28: 25-30) 

Key words: subcutaneous emphysema, upper airway obstruction, occult pneumothorax
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Introduction

Barotrauma is a common complication in 
ventilated patients, with an incidence of about 
3% [1]. The escape of air into the extrapulmo-
nary area can be due to pneumothorax, pneumo-
mediastinum and subcutaneous emphysema. In 
contrast to pneumothorax, which was thought 
to be an emergency condition requiring evacu-
ation of air immediately to prevent tension 
pneumothorax and mortality [2], subcutaneous 
emphysema used to be considered of little clini-
cal significance and only a cosmetic problem [3]. 

We report a patient under mechanical ven-

tilation support who presented with massive 
subcutaneous emphysema only, followed by 2 
life-threatening conditions: first, upper airway 
obstruction secondary to a collapsed extratho-
racic upper airway and second, a hidden risk of 
death due to occult pneumothorax, which could 
not be found on chest X-ray. 

Case Report

An 88-year-old male with a history of hy-
popharyngeal squamous cell carcinoma under 
concurrent chemoradiation therapy presented 
with progressive dyspnea. Two weeks before 
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admission, magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) 
showed a patent trachea (Figure 1) with a sus-
pected small residual supraglottic tumor; fibros-
copy revealed palsy of the bilateral vocal cords. 
Because of severe stridor, emergency oral endo-
tracheal intubation with mechanical ventilation 
support was first initiated, followed by trache-
ostomy performed smoothly with a 7.5-French 
tracheostomy tube. Four days after tracheos-
tomy, the patient became agitated and tried to 
pull out his tracheal tube. Then, the following 
setting was noted on the high pressure alarm 
of the ventilator: FiO2: 45%, volume assist-
control mode, tidal volume: 570 ml, and PEEP: 
5 cmH2O. Respiratory distress with severe sub-
cutaneous emphysema in the head, neck and 
upper trunk occurred. Dislodgement of the tra-
cheal tube was also found and could not be cor-
rected. We attempted to change to a 7.5-French 
oral endotracheal tube with laryngoscopy twice. 
However, the procedure was hindered by some 
obstacles behind the vocal cords, and desatura-
tion progressed rapidly. Bilateral infraclavicu-
lar incisions were made emergently for severe 
subcutaneous emphysema. After the emergency 
procedure, the patient was intubated success-
fully with a 6.5-French endotracheal tube. We 
discovered severe subcutaneous emphysema on 
the chest X-ray only after performing intubation 
(Figure 2). However, much more information 
was found on chest computed tomography (CT), 
including right pneumothorax (Figure 3, arrow), 
a compressed extrathoracic tracheal airway (ar-
row heads in Figures 3 and 4A) and a patent 
intrathoracic airway (Figure 4B, arrow head). 
After thoracostomy, the patient was gradually 
stabilized, and was weaned from the mechani-
cal ventilator with an 8.0-French tracheostomy 
tube 2 weeks later. Two months later, follow-
up CT arranged at the outpatient department 

Fig. 1.  Three weeks before the event, MRI of the neck revealed 
patency of the trachea with a diameter of 1.9 cm.

Fig. 2.  Chest radiograph after intubation revealed massive subcu-
taneous emphysema only; signs of pneumothorax could not be found 
in this supine critically ill patient.



27Massive Subcutaneous Emphysema

胸腔醫學：民國 102 年 28 卷 1 期�

Fig. 4.  (A) The extrathoracic tracheal airway (arrow head) was 
compressed by inflated soft tissue of the neck. (B) The difference in 
the diameter of the patent intrathoracic airway (arrow head, diameter 
of 2.0 cm) and the collapsed extrathoracic airway (arrow head in 4A, 
diameter of 0.9 cm) can be seen. (C) CT arranged about 2 months 
after the event revealed a patent upper airway (arrow, diameter of 1.8 
cm) without abnormality of the adjacent organs, such as the thyroid 
gland.

revealed a patent upper airway (Figure 4C).

Discussion

Subcutaneous emphysema could be caused 
by airway trauma during intubation or by dis-
section of air from ruptured alveoli into the soft 
tissues. Possible reasons for subcutaneous em-
physema include posttraumatic bronchopleural 
fistulae, esophageal disruptions, surgical dental 
extraction, childbirth, acute asthma attack and 
deep sea diving [3]. Although it is not unusual 
in patients with positive pressure mechanical 
ventilation, it has usually been considered a 
cosmetic problem and not life-threatening [3]. 

However, several catastrophic complica-
tions caused by massive subcutaneous emphy-
sema have been reported, including hypoxia 
caused by restrictive ventilation [4-5], upper 
airway obstruction [6], decreased cardiac output 

[5] and intracranial hypertension [7] caused by 
decreased venous return. Although the relation-
ship between barotrauma and pressure is still 
controversial [8-9], these complications occur 
mainly in patients with positive pressure me-
chanical ventilation. 

Our patient presented as a typical picture of 
upper airway obstruction caused by subcutane-
ous emphysema. The CT of the chest clearly 
indicated the pathogenesis of this complication, 

Fig. 3.  Occult pneumothorax (arrow) and collapsed extrathoracic 
airway (arrow head) can be seen.
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and demonstrated the difference between the 
diameters of the intrathoracic and extrathoracic 
airways, which were extrinsically compressed 
by extremely inflated soft tissue. We assumed 
that inflation of the soft tissue of the chest wall 
might also lead to restriction of the chest wall 
and lung expansion. 

Management for massive subcutaneous 
emphysema has not been well studied, and a 
search of the literature found only several case 
reports, which revealed subcutaneous emphy-
sema regressed after tracheostomy [5], infra-
clavicular “blow holes” [10-11], a large-bore 
subcutaneous drain [4] or microdrainage with a 
smaller 14-gauge penetrated catheter [12]. Our 
case, in which the patient survived after skin in-
cision in the infraclavicular area, reinforced the 
practicality of the “blow holes” technique. All 
of these methods allow rapid decompression 
and relaxation of the stiff neck and chest wall.

Another important issue regarding the pres-
ent case is the pneumothorax, which was not 
discovered by chest X-ray, but was only inci-
dentally found by chest CT. For patients with 
mechanical ventilation, subcutaneous emphy-
sema or pneumomediastinum were believed to 
reflect an increased risk of tension pneumotho-
rax [2], which could be fatal. An imaging study 
to detect pneumothorax should be arranged in 
these high-risk patients, but because of the dif-
ferent distribution of air in supine patients [13], 
chest X-ray, with a sensitivity of only 50% [14] 
to 80% [15], is not a reliable examination to 
detect pneumothorax. In sitting patients, extra-
pulmonary air accumulates in the apex of the 
lung and causes a superior-lateral visceral pleu-
ral stripe. For supine patients, in contrast, air 
would be in the non-dependent sites, including 
the anteromedial and subpulmonic recesses [13], 
which could be missed on chest X-ray. 

For early diagnosis of occult pneumothorax, 
chest CT is the “gold standard” examination, 
but practicality is limited by exposure to radia-
tion and the high risk during transportation. The 
role of chest sonography is under evaluation, 
but ultrasound can be blocked by extrapulmo-
nary air and has its limitations. Based on the 
above, we arranged chest CT and found this 
hidden life-threatening situation.

Studies on the management of occult pneu-
mothorax have yielded controversial results. 
Enderson et al [16] revealed higher rates of ten-
sion pneumothorax in patients not treated with 
thoracostomy. Forty mechanically ventilated pa-
tients with occult pneumothorax were enrolled 
and randomized to tube thoracostomy (n=19) 
and observation (n=21). In patients treated with 
observation, progression of pneumothorax was 
found in 38.1% and tension pneumothorax in 
14.3%. In contrast, no patients receiving tho-
racostomy suffered from major complications. 
The OPTICC study [17] included 24 patients 
with positive pressure ventilation and occult 
pneumothorax. Thirteen patients were random-
ized to the observation group, and the other 
patients received tube thoracostomy; 30.1% of 
those thirteen patients had a chest tube inserted 
non-urgently, and mortality was similar be-
tween the groups (22% of 11 patients with tube 
drainage and 15% of 13 patients with observa-
tion). Even with the limited published find-
ings on treatment, we still treated our patient 
with thoracostomy. After treatment, the patient 
gradually stabilized and was transferred to an 
ordinary ward once free from other events.

Conclusion

The development of massive subcutaneous 
emphysema in a ventilated patient is an alarm-
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ing problem which should not be neglected. 
Complications including restriction of the chest 
wall and compression of the upper airway could 
occur because of extrinsic compression by ex-
tremely inflated soft tissues. In these situations, 
emergency decompression via a large bore 
drainage tube or infraclavicular “blow hole” 
should be performed, although only a few case 
reports on management have been published. 
Moreover, occult pneumothorax in patients at 
a high risk should be kept in mind. Ultraso-
nography or CT should be arranged because 
of the inadequate sensitivity of chest X-ray in 
supine critically ill patients. Tube thoracostomy 
in these patients is still controversial, so before 
further evidence is found, we should arrange 
drainage of air in order to prevent life-threaten-
ing tension pneumothorax.

References

  1.	Esteban A, Anzueto A, Frutos F, et al. Characteristics and
outcomes in adult patients receiving mechanical venti-
lation: a 28-day international study. JAMA 2002; 287(3): 
345-55.

  2.	Zimmerman JE, Dunbar BS, Klingenmaier CH. Manage-
ment of subcutaneous emphysema, pneumomediastinum, 
and pneumothorax during respirator therapy. Crit Care 
Med 1975; 3(2): 69-73.

  3.	Maunder RJ, Pierson DJ, Hudson LD. Subcutaneous and 
mediastinal emphysema. Pathophysiology, diagnosis, and 
management. Arch Intern Med 1984; 144(7): 1447-53.

  4.	Kelly MC, McGuigan JA, Allen RW. Relief of tension sub- 
cutaneous emphysema using a large bore subcutaneous 
drain. Anaesthesia 1995; 50(12): 1077-9.

  5.	Conetta R, Barman AA, Iakovou C, et al. Acute venti-
latory failure from massive subcutaneous emphysema. 

Chest 1993; 104(3): 978-80.
  6.	Sanford TJ Jr, Shapiro HM, Gallick MN. Pericardial and 

subcutaneous air after maxillary surgery. Anesth Analg 
1987; 66(3): 277-9.

 7.	 Coelho JC, Tonnesen AS, Allen SJ, et al. Intracranial 
hypertension secondary to tension subcutaneous emphy-
sema. Crit Care Med 1985; 13(6): 512-3.

  8.	Boussarsar M, Thierry G, Jaber S, et al. Relationship 
between ventilatory settings and barotrauma in the acute 
respiratory distress syndrome. Intensive Care Med 2002; 
28(4): 406-13.

  9.	Weg JG, Anzueto A, Balk RA, et al. The relation of pneu-
mothorax and other air leaks to mortality in the acute res-
piratory distress syndrome. NEJM 1998; 338(6): 341-6.

10.	Herlan DB, Landreneau RJ, Ferson PF. Massive sponta-
neous subcutaneous emphysema. Acute management with 
infraclavicular “blow holes”. Chest 1992; 102(2): 503-5.

11.	Cesario A, Margaritora S, Porziella V, et al. Microdrai-
nage via open technique in severe subcutaneous emphyse-
ma. Chest 2003; 123: 2161-2.

12.	Beck PL, Heitman SJ, Mody CH. Simple construction 
of a subcutaneous cathether for the treatment of severe 
subcutaneous emphysema. Chest 2002; 121: 647-9.

13.	Tocino IM, Miller MH, Fairfax WR. Distribution of 
pneumothorax in the supine and semirecumbent critically 
ill adult. AJR 1985; 144(5): 901-5.

14.	Omar HR, Abdelmalak H, Mangar D, et al. Occult pneu-
mothorax, revisited. J Trauma Manag Outcomes 2010; 4: 
12-7.

15.	Wall SD, Federle MP, Jeffrey RB, et al. CT diagnosis of 
unsuspected pneumothorax after blunt abdominal trauma. 
AJR 1983; 141(5): 919-21.

16.	Enderson BL, Abdalla R, Frame SB, et al. Tube thora-
costomy for occult pneumothorax: a prospective rando-
mized study of its use. J Trauma 1993; 35(5): 726-9.

17.	Ouellet JF, Trottier V, Kmet L, et al. The OPTICC trial: 
a multi-institutional study of occult pneumothoraces in 
critical care. Am J Surg 2009; 197(5): 581-6.



30 Jiann-Hwa Kao, Wen-Kuang Yu, et al.

Thorac Med 2013. Vol. 28 No. 1

於呼吸器使用時，嚴重的皮下氣腫造成之致命的
上呼吸道阻塞：個案報告

高建華　余文光　連德正

皮下氣腫一向被認為只會影響到美觀，而且只需要保守性的治療。我們提出一個病患在正壓呼吸器

使用的期間，產生了嚴重的皮下氣腫。很重要地，致命的併發症發生在我們的病患身上，包括了上呼吸道

阻塞造成的插管困難，和隱藏性的氣胸。急救過後的胸部電腦斷層上顯示出，因為皮下軟組織嚴重的充

氣，而被壓扁的胸廓外上呼吸道。我們緊急地在病人的鎖骨下方，進行皮膚切開以便減壓，之後，病人順

利插入氣管內管，電腦斷層上亦顯示出 X 光上無法發現的隱藏性氣胸，氣胸也趕緊小心處理。我們相信，

在使用呼吸器的病人中，皮下氣腫是一個警訊，而且需要的絕對不只是保守性治療。( 胸腔醫學 2013; 28: 
25-30)
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