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SYMPTOM

Paleness

Paleness is skin or tissue that looks lighter than usual.

WHAT IT FEELS LIKE
Skin looks lighter than usual, often without sensation

WHERE IT IS FELT
Skin, lips, eyelids, palms, and nail beds

MOST COMMON CAUSES
Cold exposure, emotional stress, iron deficiency

WHEN IT IS URGENT
New paleness with worsening breathlessness, fainting, or unusual bleeding

USUALLY LASTS
Minutes after stress; longer with anaemia or illness

SEE ADOCTOR IF
It persists, recurs, or occurs with fatigue or breathlessness

Overview

Paleness means that your skin or moist tissues look lighter than usual. The medical term is
pallor. Itis a symptom rather than a disease, and it has many possible causes.

A brief pale appearance can happen when cold, fear, pain, or nausea reduces blood flow near
the skin. More lasting paleness can occur with anaemia, which means there are not enough
healthy red blood cells or enough haemoglobin. Haemoglobin is the part of red blood cells that
carries oxygen.

Paleness can be harder to judge in some skin tones or lighting. Changes may be easier to
notice inside the lower eyelids, on the lips, palms, tongue, or nail beds. Comparing your
appearance with what is normal for you is often more useful than comparing it with someone
else.

What it may feel or look like

Paleness itself usually does not cause a physical sensation. You or someone close to you may
notice that your face, lips, or hands look less pink or less richly coloured than usual.
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Other symptoms depend on the cause. If paleness is related to anaemia, you may also have:

Paleness caused by cold, fear, pain, or nausea often appears suddenly and improves once the
trigger passes.

A pale area that affects only one hand, foot, finger, or toe is different from general paleness. It
can reflect reduced blood flow to that area, especially if it is also cold, painful, numb, or blue.

- Tiredness or weakness

- Shortness of breath during activity
- Dizziness or headaches

- Afastor pounding heartbeat

- Difficulty concentrating

- Feeling unusually cold

Common causes

Temporary paleness often happens because blood vessels near the skin narrow. Cold
temperatures, emotional shock, fear, pain, or feeling faint can trigger this response.

Anaemia is an important cause of persistent paleness. Common reasons for anaemia include
iron deficiency and blood loss. Blood may be lost through heavy periods, childbirth, surgery,
frequent blood donation, or bleeding in the stomach or bowel. Slow bleeding may not be visible.

Iron deficiency can also develop when the body needs more iron, such as during pregnancy or
growth, or when food intake or iron absorption is limited.

Less common causes of paleness include:

A pale appearance does not confirm anaemia. Lighting, natural skin colour, tiredness, and
reduced blood flow can all affect how your skin looks.

- Vitamin B12 or folate deficiency

- Long-terminflammation or infection

- Kidney disease, which can reduce red blood cell production
- Conditions that destroy red blood cells too quickly

- Bone marrow disorders that reduce blood cell production

- Medicines or treatments that affect blood cells
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When to seek medical care

Call emergency services if paleness appears with chest pain, severe breathing difficulty,
fainting that does not quickly resolve, confusion, cold and clammy skin, or major bleeding.
These symptoms can indicate serious blood loss or a problem with circulation.

Emergency assessment is also needed if a hand, foot, finger, or toe suddenly becomes pale,
cold, very painful, weak, or numb. This may mean that blood flow to the area is blocked.

Seek same-day medical advice if new paleness occurs with worsening shortness of breath,
repeated near-fainting, a very fast heartbeat, or unusual bleeding. Vomiting blood, passing a
large amount of blood, or passing black, sticky stools needs urgent assessment. Iron tablets
can also darken stools, but unexplained black, sticky stool should not be ignored.

Book a routine appointment if paleness persists, keeps returning, or comes with ongoing
tiredness, headaches, reduced exercise tolerance, heavy periods, weight loss, or changes in
bowel habits. Children should be assessed if paleness persists or occurs with poor feeding,
unusual tiredness, reduced activity, or slowed growth.

How the cause is found

A healthcare professional will ask when the change began, whether it comes and goes, and
what other symptoms you have. They may ask about periods, pregnancy, diet, recent illness,
medicines, blood donation, surgery, and any signs of bleeding.

An examination may include your skin, eyes, mouth, nails, heart rate, blood pressure, and
circulation. Because appearance alone is not a reliable way to diagnose anaemia, blood testing
is often needed when anaemia is suspected.

A complete blood count, sometimes called a full blood count, measures red blood cells and
haemoglobin. Other tests may check iron stores, vitamin B12, folate, kidney function, or how
quickly new red blood cells are being made.

Further tests depend on the results and your symptoms. For example, a clinician may
investigate heavy periods, digestive symptoms, or possible hidden bleeding rather than
treating low iron alone.

Treatment and self-care

Treatment depends on why you look pale. Brief paleness from cold or emotional stress usually
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improves with warmth, rest, and time away from the trigger.

Anaemia treatment is based on its cause. Iron deficiency may be treated with dietary changes
and iron replacement, while vitamin deficiency, kidney disease, bleeding, or another medical
condition requires a different plan.

Do not assume that persistent paleness means you need iron. Iron supplements can cause side
effects, and taking them without checking the cause may delay the right diagnosis. Ask a
healthcare professional whether blood testing is appropriate before starting a supplement.

If iron deficiency is confirmed, iron-rich foods may support treatment. These include meat, fish,
beans, lentils, fortified cereals, tofu, nuts, seeds, and dark green vegetables. Plant-based iron is
absorbed more easily when eaten with a source of vitamin C.

Keep notes about when paleness appears and any related symptoms. Information about
menstrual bleeding, bowel changes, diet, and medicines can help at an appointment.

What to expect

Paleness caused by cold, fear, pain, or nausea may settle within minutes once blood flow
returns to the skin.

When anaemia or another illness is responsible, the appearance usually improves as the
underlying problem is treated. Energy and breathing may improve before skin colour
noticeably changes. The timing depends on the cause, its severity, and the treatment used.

Follow-up blood tests may be needed if anaemia is found. Persistent or returning anaemia
should be reviewed because it can indicate continued blood loss, difficulty absorbing nutrients,
or another condition requiring treatment.

Common questions

Can | tell whether | have anaemia by looking at my skin?

No. Paleness can raise suspicion, but it cannot confirm anaemia. A blood count is needed to
measure haemoglobin.

Where is paleness easiest to notice?

It may be visible on the face, lips, palms, nail beds, tongue, or inside the lower eyelids. The most
useful comparison is with your usual appearance in similar lighting.

Can anxiety make me look pale?
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Yes. Fear or acute stress can narrow blood vessels near the skin for a short time. Persistent or
unexplained paleness still deserves assessment.

Does pale skin always mean something is wrong?

No. Skin tone differs naturally, and lighting can change its appearance. A new change that
persists or comes with other symptoms is more important than naturally light skin.

Can dehydration cause paleness?

Dehydration may occur with dizziness, weakness, or reduced circulation, but it is not the only
possible explanation. Significant dehydration, especially with fainting, confusion, very little
urine, or inability to drink, needs prompt medical care.
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