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Abstract

A Pleural mass biopsy was performed showing an invasive thymoma. Computed tomography (CT)
scan of the chest performed on admission revealed a left sided pleural mass, anterior mediastinal
mass, lymphadenopathy and pericardial effusion. Pleural mass biopsy showed an invasive thy-
moma. Due to her clinical presentation, a complete work-up was performed revealing paraneop-
lastic systemic lupus erythematous (SLE), myasthenia gravis (MG) and hypogammaglobulinemia.
We reviewed the literature regarding thymoma and its relationship with paraneoplastic SLE, MG
and hypogammaglobulinemia.
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1. Introduction

Thymomas are associated with a wide variety of paraneoplastic disorders. Paraneoplastic syndromes are present
in over 50% of patients and more than one syndrome may be present. Here we describe a rare case of a patient
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with newly diagnosed thymoma presenting with MG, SLE, and hypogammaglobulinemia. Also, we have pro-
vided a discussion of key diagnostic and epidemiologic features of these paraneoplastic entities.

2. Case Report

A 53-year-old female with no past medical history arrives at the emergency room for one month of fevers, ma-
laise, productive cough, and thirty pound weight loss, associated with gradually increasing progressive shortness
of breath, dyspnea on exertion, and diplopia worse at end of day. She previously received treatment for pneu-
monia at an outside facility a month earlier with transient improvement in fevers and cough however she expe-
rienced progressive symptoms. Initial chest x-ray showed nodular opacities projecting over left mid and lower
lung zones. CT chest (Figure 1): multiple left sided pleural based masses, anterior mediastinal mass 4.7 x 1.6
cm, right sided axillary lymphadenopathy, and small pericardial effusion. The patient was started on empiric
intravenous antibiotics for community acquired pneumonia and admitted to medical service for further workup.

Cardiothoracic surgery was consulted and performed fiberoptic bronchoscopy, left thoracoscopy, biopsy of
pleural-based masses, pericardial window with biopsy and fluid analysis, and intraoperative transesophageal
echocardiogram (TEE). TEE showed moderate pericardial effusion with compression of right atrium and de-
pressed EF 45%, no focal wall motion abnormality identified. On thoracoscopy, there were multiple pleural, di-
aphragmatic and pericardial based masses. Pericardial window was performed, which drained bloody pericardial
fluid. Cytology on fluid was negative. Pleural based mass biopsy revealed invasive thymoma. The pericardial
biopsy was negative.

Histologically, the tumor cells form lobules that are separated by thick fibrous and hyalinized septa (Figure 2).
The tumor invades the pleura. The tumor is predominantly composed of medium sized round or polygonal cells
with slight atypia admixed with few intraepithelial lymphocytes resulting in the formation of tumor cell sheets
with a vaguely solid and epidermoid appearance (Figure 3). No necrosis, mitotic activity, or features of thymic
carcinoma were observed. The tumor cells were positive for keratin and P63 and negative for CD5, TTF-1, CEA,
D2-40, S100 and B72.3 (Figure 4 and Figure 5). The patient was staged as TANOMO stage 1V, WHO Type B3,
invasive thymoma.

Clinically, the patient was found patient to have fatigability with repetitive extremity use, ptosis, and diplopia.
The patient was empirically started on pyridostigmine and prednisone for paraneoplastic MG with improvement
in symptoms within days. Electromyography (EMG) demonstrated dysfunction in myoneural junction transmis-
sion. Antibody panel was sent and the patient had positive acetylcholine receptor antibodies (161 nmol/L), ace-
tylcholine receptor modulating antibodies (94 nmol/L), and acetylcholine receptor blocking antibodies (45
nmol/L). With the constellation of clinical, nerve conduction studies, and antibody assays the patient was con-
firmed to have paraneoplastic MG.

Rheumatology service consulted for patient’s oral ulcerations, cytology negative pericardial effusion (Figure
6), and constitutional symptomswhich developed around initial presentation. There were obvious oral ulcera-

Figure 1. CT chest demonstrating anterior me-
diastinal mass and pleural based masses.
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Figure 2. Tumor forming lobules which are separated by fibrous
septa.

Figure 3. Tumor cells are polygonal in shape and few scattered
lymphocytes.

Figure 4. Diffuse positivity for keratin.
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Figure 6. 2D echo demonstrating moderate pleural effusion.

tions at the lateral aspect of the tongue that were bright red, elevated. Biopsy demonstrated squamous mucosa
with marked keratosis and band-like lymphplasmacytic inflammatory infiltrate in the submucosa. Also, the pa-
tient demonstrated high antinuclear antibody titer (2560), high anti-double stranded DNA (43 1U/ml), low com-
plement level C3 (62.5 mg/dl) and low C4 (5 mg/dl). Also, anti-chromatin antibodies were positive. Based on
clinical and laboratory symptoms the patient was diagnosed with paraneoplastic SLE.

The patient was also found to have hypogammaglobulinemia during admission. Serum protein electrophoresis
demonstrated non-specific hypogammaglobulinemia, serum gamma globulin fraction was low (0.50 g/dL), se-
rum beta globulin fraction was low (0.42 g/dL), and serum alpha fractions were normal. Serum IgG was low
(526 mg/dL), serum IgA was low normal (88.20 mg/dL), serum IgM was low normal IgM 58.2 mg/dL (low
normal), Kappa light chains were low (114.00 mg/dL), and Lambda light chains were low (83.50 mg/dL). The
patient had a normal CD4+ count of 1006 cells/mcl and a normal CD4/CD8 ratio of 2.17. HIV test was negative.
The Patient was diagnosed with mild paraneoplastic hypogammaglobulinemia based on laboratory findings.

3. Discussion

Thymomas are associated with a wide variety of paraneoplastic disorders, the most common of which is MG [1].
Paraneoplastic syndromes are present in over 50% of patients and more than one syndrome may be present.
Here we describe a rare case of a patient with newly diagnosed thymoma presenting with MG, SLE, and hypo-
gammaglobulinemia. Also, we have provided a discussion of key diagnostic and epidemiologic features of these

paraneoplastic entities.
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3.1. Myasthenia Gravis

MG is a neuromuscular junction disorder caused by the autoimmune interference with acetylcholine receptors of
voluntary muscle. Symptoms include diplopia, ptosis, dysphagia, weakness and fatigue. In patients with thy-
moma, 40% have one or more paraneoplastic autoimmune conditions, about 20% - 25% of which is MG [2].
Conversely, 10% - 15% of patients with MG are observed to have thymoma. Of myasthenia patients with thy-
moma, 4% - 7% have more than one paraneoplastic syndrome [2] [3]. About 10% - 15% of patients with thy-
moma have paraneoplastic conditions other than MG [4]. Women are twice affected as often as men. The major
feature of MG is fluctuation of fatigable weakness. The presenting symptoms are ocular in half of patients in
which half of patients present with diplopia and the other half with ptosis [5]. Other prominent presenting
symptoms are bulbar (dysarthria or dysphagia) in 10%, leg weakness in 10% and generalized weakness in 10%
[5]. The diagnosis of MG is based on history of fluctuating weakness with corroborating findings on examina-
tion. There are many ways to confirm the clinical diagnosis such as edrophonium testing, antibody assays, and
electrophysiologic testing. The most immediate and readily accessible confirmatory study is the edrophonium
(Tensilon) test [6]. The sensitivity of the test is about 90%. The specificity is difficult to determine, as improve-
ment following edrophonium has been reported in other neuromuscular diseases, including Lambert Eaton syn-
drome, botulism, Guillan-Barre syndrome, motor neuron disease, and lesions of the brainstem and cavernous
sinus. The standard assay for receptor binding antibodies is an immunoprecipitation assay using human limb
muscle for acetylcholine receptor antigen. In addition, assays for receptor modulating and blocking antibodies
are available. Binding antibodies are present in about 80% of all MG patients [7]. By also testing for modulating
and blocking antibodies, the sensitivity improves to 90% overall. The specificity is >95% and false positive tests
are extremely rare [7]. Electrophysiologic testing is a widely available test with a sensitivity of approximately
50%. The yield from repetitive stimulation is higher when testing muscle groups have significant clinical weak-
ness. Single fiber EMG is a highly specialized technique with less availability with a sensitivity of 90% [8]. Our
patient presented with ptosis and fluctuating weakness most prominent in the upper extremities which was con-
sistent with MG. Repetitive nerve stimulation in upper extremity showed decremented response characteristic of
MG. Additionally our patient had positive acetylcholine receptor binding, blocking, and modulating antibodies
confirming the diagnosis of MG.

3.2. Systemic Lupus Erythematosus

The association between SLE and a neoplastic disease is rare and the relation between these two pathologies is
uncertain [9]. The estimated prevalence of SLE among patients with thymoma varied between 1.5% and 2% in
clinical studies [10] and between 6% and 10% in studies in which clinical data of biopsy proven thymomas were
reviewed retrospectively [11] [12]. In a recent review of thymoma patients diagnosed from 1922-1998, 94%
were female, the mean age at detection of the tumor was 53 years (range 24 - 68) and the mean age at diagnosis
of SLE was 52 years (range 25 - 76) [13]. In 39% of the patients SLE had been diagnosed before detection of the
thymoma (mean interval 2.9 years) [13], in 33% thymoma and SLE were found simultaneously and in 28% SLE
had been diagnosed after discovery of the thymoma (mean interval 2.7 years) [13]. Clinically, the most com-
monly reported symptoms were arthralgia or arthritis in 58%, skin involvement in 25% and pleuritis or pericar-
ditis in 63% [13]. Autoimmune serology was positive in all cases [13]. Three patients had concurrent MG and
one patient had pure red cell aplasia. In the cases with histological data, the most common histological type of
thymoma was mixed lymphoepithelial (60%), whereas in 47% of cases it was invasive [13]. Our patient pre-
sented in similar demographic as the reported literature: female and early fifties. She was diagnosed based on
oral ulcerations, cytology negative pericardial effusion, and constitutional symptoms which developed around
initial presentation. Most convincingly, the patient demonstrated high antinuclear antibody titer (2560), high an-
ti-double stranded DNA (43 1U/ml), low complement level C3 (62.5 mg/dl) and low C4 (5 mg/dl), and antich-
romatin antibodies were positive. Therefore with the constellation of clinical and laboratory findings, the patient
was diagnosed with paraneoplastic lupus.

3.3. Hypogammaglobulinemia

Hypogammaglobulinemia is present in less than 5 percent of patients with thymoma, occurring most commonly
in older women [14]. Good Syndrome (GS) refers to a rare constellation of thymoma and adult-onset immuno-
deficiency that is characterized by low or absent B cells in the peripheral blood, hypogammaglobulinemia, and
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variable defects in cell-mediated immunity with CD4+ T-lymphopenia and an inverted CD4:CD8+ T-cell ratio.
[15]. In a review of 51 patients with GS, the infections reported included recurrent sinopulmonary infections (19
cases with documented respiratory pathogens), generally with encapsulated bacteria, most often Haemophilus
influenzae (11 cases); CMV disease (5 cases); bacteremia (7 cases); oral or esophageal candidiasis (6 cases);
persistent mucocutaneous candidiasis (5 cases); chronic diarrhea (5 cases with documented stool pathogens);
urinary tract infections (4 cases); P. carinii pneumonia (3 cases); tuberculosis (2 cases); Kaposi sarcoma (1 case);
disseminated varicella (1 case); candidemia (1 case); wound infection with Clostridium perfringens (1 case);
Mycoplasma arthritis (1 case); and other infections [15]. Male and female patients were about equally affected.
Patients were most often in their fourth or fifth decade when they developed thymoma. Patients were commonly
diagnosed with thymoma upon first infectious presentation of their immunodeficiency [15]. Our patient pre-
sented with recurrent pulmonary infections however no definite pathogen was identified on blood or sputum
cultures. The patient was diagnosed with mild paraneoplastic hypogammaglobulinemia based on recurrent in-
fections and serum studies. Patient did not however meet strict criteria for GS given normal lymphocyte count
on peripheral analysis and preserved CD4+ numbers and CD4/DC8+ ratio.

Thymomas are associated with a wide variety of paraneoplastic disorders. Paraneoplastic syndromes are
present in over 50% of patients and more than one syndrome may be present. Here we have described a rare case
of a patient with newly diagnosed thymoma presenting with MG, SLE, and hypogammaglobulinemia. This case
is important as it highlights three of many potential paraneoplastic syndromes occurring in thymoma. Further-
more, the clinician must maintain a steady awareness and a high index of suspicion for paraneoplastic disorders
in this oncologic population as these syndromes may cause significant morbidity and thus offer potential targets
for clinical intervention.
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