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ABSTRACT
Onychomycosis is a common nail disease with numerous
etiological pathogens. In order to determine and trend the
local mycological pattern of culture-positive diseased nail
samples sent from the Department of Dermatology, Hospital
Kuala Lumpur, a five-year retrospective audit was carried
out, which revealed that non-dermatophyte molds were the
predominant fungi isolated, followed by yeasts and
dermatophytes. This is similar to two previous studies in
Malaysia, but varies greatly from other studies around the
world which showed a dermatophyte-predominant
prevalence. This could be due to the nature of the
environment our patients encountered. 

INTRODUCTION
Onychomycosis is the most frequently encountered nail
disease with numerous etiological pathogens such as
dermatophytes, yeasts and molds. It is oftentimes
challenging to treat. Thus, in order to tailor appropriate
treatment, we sought to determine the local mycological
pattern of onychomycosis presenting to our center by
carrying out a five-year retrospective audit on 1,357 positive
fungal nail cultures in the Department of Dermatology,
Hospital Kuala Lumpur, between 2011 and 2015. 

We found that molds represented 69.3% of the positive
fungal nail cultures, followed by yeasts (22.3%) and
dermatophytes (7.4%) as shown in Figure 1.

Trichophyton tonsurans (35/101), Trichophyton rubrum
(28/101) and Trichophyton mentagrophytes (16/101) were
main dermatophytes isolated. NDMs isolated were
predominantly Aspergillus niger (245/941), Fusarium species
(234/941), and Penicillium species (140/941), while yeasts
were mainly Candida species (130/302) and Trichosporon
species (90/302). 

Previous studies in other parts of the world revealed a
dermatophyte-1,2 or yeast-3 predominant prevalence.
However, studies in Malaysia consistently showed that NDMs
were the predominant fungi isolated in onychomycosis4,5

(Table I). Initially thought to be contaminants, molds are
now considered to be emerging pathogens of onychomycosis
by many authors including Gupta, et al6 and Nenoff, et al7.
Some NDMs are perhaps a causative agent of onychomycosis
in this region mainly because of the nature of the

environment and/or occupation the patients encountered,
such as close contact with soil, the habit of walking barefoot,
frequent immersion of hands in water, and a hot, humid
climate. True NDM onychomycosis is generally more difficult
to eradicate and resistant to the usual oral anti-fungals.
Apart from azole antifungals, terbinafine may be an effective
treatment for molds too.6

On the other hand, the high prevalence of mold isolated in
our cohort could also possibly indicate improper sampling
methods. Interestingly, the direct microscopic examination of
non-dermatophytic molds onychomycosis has been shown to
yield a high false negative result of more than 42%.8

Therefore, a proper mycological culture is mandatory for all
clinically suspected onychomycosis.8 As described in previous
studies, micro-drilling, proximal sampling, and subungual
curettage9 yield better results than simple nail clipping.  The
quantity of the material obtained from the nail and the
location from which the sample is taken greatly affects the
culture result. The common practice in many local centers is
distal nail clipping, which may result in a high prevalence of
contaminants. The high prevalence of contamination can be
effectively reduced by the simple practice of cleaning the
entire nail plate, free edge of distal nail and hyponychium
with an alcohol swab before clipping the distal end with a
sterile nail-clipper, and the nail specimen sent to the
microbiology laboratory in either a sterile urine container or
placed in a clean, folded piece of paper and labelled
accordingly. While a micro-drill may not be readily available
in most government outpatient clinics, simple curettage of
the thickened subungual portion of the nail using a standard
curette would still yield better results. If a curette is not
available, scraping of the thickened nail plate with a no. 15
scalpel blade is also acceptable, with the nail scraping
specimen sent to the laboratory using the methods described
above. Better sampling technique as well as strict adherence
to diagnostic criteria of onychomycosis in future audits will
no doubt aid in providing more accurate epidemiological
data.

Trichosporon species was the second commonest yeast species
isolated from our cohort after Candida species. Trichosporon
has traditionally not been considered pathogenic, however
there have been many recent case reports claiming its
pathogenic potential, including Trichosporon ovoides, which
has been reported as an emerging pathogen by de
Magalhaes, et al in both immunocompromised as well as
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immunocompetent hosts.10 Unfortunately, our laboratory
was unable to identify the exact species of this genus of yeast.

The utilization of polymerase chain reaction (PCR) for a more
accurate identification of fungal species could also be
considered in future studies. Current commercially available
kits mainly target dermatophyte identification and none are
widely available for mold. 

There are many limitations to our study. Therefore, we
advocate proper prospective studies in the future to address
mycological patterns of onychomycosis with important
associated factors such as gender, ethnicity, comorbidity,
occupation, social habits, medication usage, site of
involvement (fingernails vs toenails), as well as proper nail
sampling techniques and strict adherence to the diagnostic
criteria for non-dermatophyte onychomycosis.

In conclusion, NDMs were found to be the predominant fungi
isolated from diseased nails in our cohort, followed by yeasts
and dermatophytes. 
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Fig. 1: Types of fungi isolated from diseased nails.




