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Nephrotic syndrome is characterised by proteinuria
with peripheral oedema, hypoalbuminaemia

and hypercholesterolaemia. It is a relatively uncommon
condition, with an incidence of three new cases per
100,000 per year in adults. The majority of cases are
caused by primary glomerular diseases but a wide range
of diseases and drugs can also cause nephrotic syndrome.

Oedema is often first noticed around the eyes and can
become severe, with lower leg and genital oedema as well
as ascites and pleural and pericardial effusions. Patients
frequently report that their urine is frothy. This is because
proteinuria alters the surface tension, allowing bubbles

to form.

Patients with nephrotic syndrome are at increased risk
of thromboembolic events, which can result in pulmonary
embolism. The most common sites of thrombosis in
adults with nephrotic syndrome are the deep veins of the
legs and the renal veins. Anticoagulation should be
undertaken in patients at risk.

GPs should assess a patient’s clinical condition,
identify any complications and try to determine the
underlying cause. Patients will require referral to a
nephrologist for further management.

Proteinuria is the best independent predictor of
progression in all renal disease. ACE inhibitors, either on
their own or in conjunction with angiotensin-Il receptor
antagonists, are the mainstay of therapy.

There is still no consensus on the treatment of the
different causes of nephrotic syndrome nor any
randomised controlled trials. Nephrologists frequently
use immunosuppressive agents to treat primary
glomerular diseases.
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