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Key Sonographic Features in Pleural 

Effusion Screening  

• Septations within pleural fluid have a 

positive likelihood ratio of 7.33 for 

exudative processes [1].

• Pleural thickness >1cm has a positive 

likelihood ratio of 8.4 for malignant 

pleural effusion [2]. 

• Echogenic swirling pattern suggests 

malignant pleural effusion, but has 

limited positive likelihood ratio of 2.96 

[3, 4]. 

• Echogenicity alone appears to 

correlate poorly to whether an effusion 

is transudative, exudative, or malignant 

and should not significantly influence 

clinical decision making [5]. 

Congestive Heart Failure or Malignant 

Effusion?

• 87 year old female with history of CHF 

and known pancreatic head nodule 

presents with dyspnea. 

• Dyspnea resolved with diuresis but on 

day 3 of admission POCUS showed the 

following image…

• Blue Arrows show fibrinous intra-pleural 

septations. 

• Orange Arrows show pleural thickening 

of approximately 1 cm. 

• Based on these findings thoracentesis 

was performed. 

• Pleural fluid cytology revealed metastatic 

pancreatic adenocarcinoma.

Points for Clinical Practice 

• Mixed-etiology pleural effusions may 

mimic transudative effusions, initially 

responding to diuresis. 

• Routine screening with POCUS of 

inpatient pleural effusions is fast, 

noninvasive, and cost-effective.

• Key sonographic features may 

warrant thoracentesis even if patient 

is improving with standard therapy for 

transudative pleural effusion.

• Early diagnosis of mixed-etiology 

pleural effusions can drastically impact 

patient’s treatment course and 

disposition.
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Thoracentesis or More Diuresis?

Image Background: Persistent R-sided pleural 

effusion detected on day 3 of hospitalization 

following diuresis and resolution of dyspnea.


