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Innovations

Transillumination: A simple cost-effective diagnostic tool 
for subungual glomus tumor
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PROBLEM

A 49-year-old man presented to the dermatology outpatient department with pain in his right 
ring finger for three years. e pain was intense, particularly during the winter months and was 
also provoked by the slightest trauma, often radiating to the right shoulder. On examination, 
there was a small erythematous to bluish mass visible through the distal nail plate [Figure 1]. 
ere was sharp pain upon pressure without any nail deformity. Transillumination clearly 
demarcated the tumor from the surrounding nail bed [Figure  2]. Dermoscopy showed a 
structureless purplish to reddish subungual spot and minimal onycholysis [Figure 3]. Magnetic 
resonance imaging showed subtle short tau inversion recovery hyperintensity in the nail bed 
region of the 4th digit measuring 5 × 6 mm [Figure 4]. e patient was diagnosed with ungual 
glomus tumor involving the right ring finger and underwent partial nail plate avulsion followed 
by surgical removal of the tumor.
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Figure  1: Small erythematous to bluish mass visible through the 
distal nail plate.
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SOLUTION

Given the challenges faced in diagnosing subungual glomus 
tumors, especially with limitations in imaging modalities 
such as magnetic resonance imaging due to cost and 
accessibility, transillumination emerges as a promising 
solution. Fingertip transillumination, a non-invasive and 
cost-effective technique, illuminates the subungual area 
with a single, narrow beam of light in a dark room. is 
method aids in visualizing subungual glomus tumors by 
delineating them from the surrounding normal tissue. 
Incorporating transillumination as a diagnostic tool 
facilitates accurate diagnosis and pre-operative localization. 
is approach not only enhances clinical assessment but 
also minimizes the need for costly or inaccessible imaging 
modalities, ensuring efficient management of subungual 
glomus tumors.[1]
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Figure  2: Transillumination clearly 
demarcated the tumor.

Figure  3: Structureless purplish to reddish subungual spot on 
dermoscopy (Illuco IDS 1100, Polarized, ×10).

Figure 4: Short tau inversion recovery 
hyperintensity (red arrow) on T2-
weighted magnetic resonance imaging 
with gadolinium contrast in the nail 
bed region of the right ring finger.
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