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1 |  INTRODUCTION

The normal pericardium has a visceral and parietal layer 
which are separated by a small quantity (15- 50 mL) of fluid.1 
Malignancy may affect the pericardium by mass effect or 
by causing pericardial effusion (PE). The effusion may de-
velop by tumor, lymphatic, and surface involvement affecting 
the normal reabsorption process or increased production of 
fluid.2

Malignancy can be associated with severe cardiac com-
plications such as PE and cardiac tamponade. Chronic PE 
may present with gradual exercise intolerance and exertional 
dyspnea. If they are acute, they may cause cardiac tampon-
ade with an acute hemodynamic compromise which requires 
urgent intervention.3

We present a middle- aged female with pericardial effu-
sion and a left lung mass, accompanied with images of chest 
x- ray, chest and abdomen computed tomography (CT) scan, 
and pericardial fluid cytology.

2 |  CASE REPORT

A 66 year- old woman presented with progressively worsen-
ing difficulty in breathing over 3 months. She had a produc-
tive cough, orthopnea, and left- sided chest pain. Apart from 
her reported weight loss, she did not have fever or excessive 
night sweats. Her past medical history was unremarkable but 
reported that she used to cook indoors using firewood.

On examination, she had labored breathing at rest and 
lower limb edema with no conjunctival or palmer pallor and 
no finger clubbing. She had a weak pulse, blood pressure of 
135/78  mmHg, and raised jugular venous pressure (JVP). 
There was a dull percussion note on both lung field with 
diffuse bronchial breathing. The cardiac apex was displaced 
with normal heart sounds.

The hemoglobin and erythrocyte sedimentation rate were 
14.6 g/L and 28 mm/hr respectively. The chest X- ray showed 
complete consolidation of the left lung (Figure 1). She was 
thought to either have an infectious versus malignant process. 
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Sputum analysis was negative for Mycobacterium tubercu-
losis. Left pleurocentesis was done draining over a liter of 
yellowish fluid which was exudative and cytology analysis 
showed scattered degenerating lymphoid cells consistent 
with an inflammatory process.

Within 2 days after admission, she developed a low blood 
pressure of 89/54 mmHg and muffled heart sounds together 
with the raised JVP. She was suspected to have pericardial 
effusion as she was in cardiac tamponade. Bedside echo-
cardiography was done revealing a 3  cm pericardial effu-
sion. And an electrocardiogram showed a slight low voltage 
sinus rhythm with poor R- wave progression. An urgent peri-
cardiocentesis was done revealing a hemorrhagic effusion 
which drained over a liter in the course of her hospital stay. 

The fluid was taken for cytology analysis, and a CT was 
ordered.

A CT of the chest and abdomen showed a large enhanc-
ing spiculated mass in the left superior and inferior lingula 
segments of the lung measuring 8.5 cm × 5.6 cm × 14 cm 
(Figure 2). There were ipsilateral and contralateral mediasti-
nal lymph nodes seen in keeping with lung metastasis. There 
was a thick 1.7 cm right- sided pericardial effusion noted with 
bilateral pleural effusion (Figure  3 & Figure  4). The liver 
showed multiple hypodense masses in segments II, III, IVA, 
and V suggestive of hepatic metastasis (Figure 5). The cer-
vical and thoraco- lumbar spine showed multiple osteoblastic 
bone metastases (Figure 2). This was evident for metastatic 

F I G U R E  1  Chest x- ray shows A, 
complete left lung consolidation and 
B, control chest x- ray post pleural and 
pericardial fluid drainage

(A) (B)

F I G U R E  2  Coronal chest CT shows a poorly marginated 
enhancing mass (blue arrow) in the left upper lobe abutting to the left 
pericardium with metastatic pericardial effusion and bilateral pleural 
effusion. Also showing multiple osteoblastic vertebral metastasis

F I G U R E  3  Sagittal chest CT shows anterior and superior 
pericardial wall thickening (blue arrow)
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lung malignancy. The pericardial fluid cytology analysis 
showed a numerous cluster of atypical epithelioid cells with 
marked nuclear pleomorphism suggesting malignant cells 
(Figure 6 & Figure 7).

Apart from the left pleural and pericardial fluid drainage, 
she was also managed with diuretics and antipain. As she had 
symptomatic relief, she was discharged and referred for treat-
ment of the suspected metastatic lung malignancy, but unfor-
tunately, she passed away because of the advanced disease.

3 |  DISCUSSION

The consequences of PE depend on the fluid volume, peri-
cardial wall compliance, and rate of exudation. The man-
agement and clinical course of malignant PE depend on the 

underlying clinical status of the patient, and the extent and 
type of the underlying malignancy. In our case, we suspected 
the patient to have a primary lung malignancy with liver, 
bone, and pericardial metastasis. The patient initially was 
not in tamponade and presented with left- sided pleural ef-
fusion. Soon after, the patient developed tamponade and an 
urgent pericardiocentesis was done. Chest CT scan showed a 
left lung mass with mediastinal lymph nodes and pericardial 
thickening. The pericardial fluid analysis confirmed malig-
nant cells likely from the lung mass, though the pleural fluid 
did not. Unfortunately, the patient was suspected to have ad-
vanced malignancy with a poor prognosis.

An estimated 42,000 new cases of cancer were identified 
in Tanzania in 2018. The incidence of lung cancer was 2.0% 
for both sexes, with a mortality rate of 2.8%.4 A retrospec-
tive study reported that lung cancer death occurred twice in 
males than females at 3.0% and 1.6% respectively.5 Within 
Northern Tanzania, the rate of cancer death is 7.3%, of those 
4.7% are lung cancer.5

PE resulting from malignancy is uncommon as incidence 
is approximately 10% in autopsy patients with known malig-
nancies.6 Primary lung malignancy is the most common asso-
ciated with PE (approximately 30%), followed by malignancy 

F I G U R E  4  Axial chest CT shows pericardial wall thickening 
(blue arrow)

F I G U R E  5  Axial upper abdomen CT shows segment II hepatic 
metastasis (blue arrow)

F I G U R E  6  Clusters of atypical epithelioid cells with marked 
atypia, nuclear vacuoles, and bizarre mitotic figures are evident (blue 
arrow)

F I G U R E  7  Atypical epithelioid cells with glandular 
differentiation (blue arrow)
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of breast (approximately 25%), leukemia, and lymphoma (ap-
proximately 15%).6,7 There have been reports of other malig-
nant organ systems causing PE such as esophageal, gastric, 
and ovarian.

In this case, we suspected an infectious cause of the pleu-
ral effusion and tested for M. tuberculosis which turned out 
to be negative. Tuberculosis is the most common cause of 
pericardial diseases in Africa among HIV- infected and HIV- 
uninfected patients. Around 80% of tuberculous pericarditis 
patients present with effusive pericarditis.8

Irregular pericardial thickening together with mediastinal 
lymphadenopathy is specific findings for malignant pericar-
dial disease.9 Irregular pericardial thickening can be seen in 
patients with tuberculosis of the pericardium, and therefore, 
pericardial fluid analysis is important to differentiate the two 
diagnoses. The presence of mediastinal lymphadenopathy oc-
curs as most pericardial metastases develop via the mediasti-
nal lymph nodes.10

Pericardiocentesis is indicated in patients with mod-
erate to large PE and clinical suspicion of malignancy.11 
Symptomatic PE is typically managed with pericardio-
centesis for both diagnostic and therapeutic purpose. 
Pericardiocentesis alone is inadequate for long- term pallia-
tion, with high recurrence rates. Surgery is usually reserved 
in cases of rapid accumulation or inadequate pericardio-
centesis.12 Adjuncts to pericardiocentesis such as scleros-
ing agents found no benefit but instead caused side effects 
leading to death.2

Pericardial fluid cytology has a better diagnostic value in 
detecting malignancy than pericardial biopsy.13 Pericardial 
fluid cytology has 100% specificity with varying sensitivity. 
Over half of pericardial fluid cytology in malignant patients 
have shown nonmalignant cells, likely caused by chemother-
apy, radiation, or opportunistic infections.2

Malignant PE is usually a marker of advanced malig-
nancy. The median survival for patients with positive malig-
nant pericardial fluid cytology has been ranging from 7 to 
15 weeks.2,12 Nonmalignant pericardial fluid cytology has a 
much higher median survival.

In conclusion, we present a case of malignant pericardial 
effusion with a fatal outcome. The case highlights the impor-
tance of understanding the likelihood of malignant pericardial 
effusion. Identifying irregular pericardial wall thickening and 
mediastinal lymph nodes on CT are markers of pericardial 
metastasis, coupled with malignant cells in pericardial fluid 
analysis suggest advanced disease.
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