
 

What your hands say about your health
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Typical ground glass appearance of Terry’s nails. Credit:
Hojasmuertas/Wikimedia commons, CC BY-SA

Your hands reveal a lot about the state of your health. This is something
that has been recognized since at least the time of Hippocrates—the
father of modern medicine.

The ancient Greek physician first described "clubbing" in a patient with
empyema (where pus fills the space between the lungs and the
membrane around it) in the fifth century BC. Clubbing is where the nail
looks like an upside-down spoon, and it is still recognized as a sign of
disease. Although nowadays, clubbing is linked to more than just
empyema. It is also linked to cystic fibrosis, cirrhosis of the liver and
thyroid conditions.

Another nail change that can signal disease is Lindsay's nails. This is
where one or more nails are half white and half reddish brown. Around 
50% of people with chronic kidney disease have nails like this. But it can
also be a sign of cirrhosis of the liver and Behcet's disease, a rare
condition that causes inflammation of the blood vessels.

Terry's nails, where one or more fingernails have a ground-glass
appearance, can also be a sign of cirrhosis of the liver, but they are also
associated with type 2 diabetes, kidney failure and HIV.

And sounding a bit more medical and a bit less like a high street nail bar
is Muehrcke's nails, which is where one or more horizontal lines run
across the fingernails. This nail pattern indicates a decrease in the most
abundant protein in the blood: albumin. These nail markings can be an
indicator of kidney disease.
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https://www.ccjm.org/content/ccjom/81/10/603.full.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6025669/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK559136/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK459198/
https://www.amjmed.com/article/S0002-9343(10)00297-4/fulltext


 

But sometimes changes in nail color and pattern are not sinister and are
merely signs of aging. Neapolitan nails, so called because of their three
distinct color zones, are often seen in people over the age of 70 and are
nothing to worry about.

Palms

Nails aren't the only part of the hand that can reveal ill health, though.
The palms can tell a story too.

If you find your palms are becoming sweaty in the absence of
nervousness, hot temperatures or exercise, it could be down to faulty
nerve signals causing the sweat glands to become active. This can be
benign, in which case it is called primary hyperhidrosis. But unexplained
sweaty palms—and face, neck and armpits—can be a sign of thyroid
problems.

Hyperthyroidism is where the thyroid gland in the neck produces too
much thyroxine. Excess of this hormone causes bodily processes to
speed up and can be the cause of sweaty palms. Thankfully, this
condition is easily treated with the right drugs.

A more concerning palm change is the appearance of small areas of red
or purple discolouration on the palms of the hands and fingers. This can
be a sign of bacterial endocarditis (inflammation of the inside lining of
the heart), which has a high mortality rate.

These discolourations come in two forms: Osler's nodes and Janeway
lesions. Osler's nodes are typically painful red 1mm-10mm colored
nodules on the fingers appearing for hours to days, whereas Janeway
lesions are irregular shaped with varying sizes and typically seen on the
palms and are not painful, lasting few days up to a few weeks.
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https://medicalxpress.com/tags/nail/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3038811/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK279480/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK500006/
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/endocarditis/
https://bmccardiovascdisord.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12872-021-01853-6
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3603816/
https://www.ahajournals.org/doi/10.1161/CIRCULATIONAHA.112.127787
https://www.ahajournals.org/doi/10.1161/CIRCULATIONAHA.112.127787
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11739-014-1063-x
https://heart.bmj.com/content/91/4/516


 

Both these palm patterns are very serious and urgent medical attention
should be sought.

Pins and needles

If you experience pins and needles in your hand that you can't shake off,
it might be a sign that you have carpal tunnel syndrome. This is where a
major nerve (the median nerve) in the wrist is being compressed, causing
numbness, tingling or pain.

It usually gets better without treatment, but a wrist splint can help to
relieve pressure on the nerve. People who are overweight or pregnant are
at greater risk of carpal tunnel syndrome.

Pins and needles in the hand can also be a sign of diabetes. Raised blood
sugar in diabetes causes nerve damage that manifests as tingling or
numbness in the extremities, such as the hands. This condition is called
"diabetic neuropathy."

Everyone experiences pins and needles at some point, but if you get it a
lot or it lasts a long time, you should see your doctor.
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https://medicalxpress.com/tags/palm/
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/carpal-tunnel-syndrome/
https://www.webmd.com/diabetes/peripheral-neuropathy-risk-factors-symptoms
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41572-019-0092-1
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41572-019-0092-1


 

  

Credit: AI-generated image (disclaimer)

Finger length

The length of your fingers can give you some indication of your risk of
developing certain diseases in later life.

The length of the index versus ring finger varies in men and women. In
women, they are fairly equal in length, but in men, the ring finger is
typically longer than the index finger. This is believed to be due to 
exposure to hormones in the womb.

This longer ring than index finger relationship is associated with better
performance in a number of sports in men and women, but also a risk of 
developing knee and hip osteoarthritis in women.
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https://sciencex.com/help/ai-disclaimer/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/ring+finger/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5296424/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/16403410/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/18163515/


 

There is nothing you can do to change your finger length, but you can
help stave off osteoarthritis by keeping a healthy weight, staying active
and controlling your blood sugar levels. In fact, if you stick to that
advice, you can stave off most illness.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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