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INTRODUCTION: Secondary pancreatic tumors are rare, of which a breast cancer primary is extremely
uncommon. To our knowledge, we present the 14th case reported worldwide and first from Singapore
of lobular breast cancer metastasizing to the pancreas.

PRESENTATION OF CASE: A 53-year-old woman presented with painless obstructive jaundice, weight loss
over 1.5 months and a 2 cm right breast mass. She had left breast Invasive Lobular Carcinoma (ILC)
treated 5 years prior with wide local excision, adjuvant radiotherapy and hormonal therapy. She had
elevated bilirubin, liver enzymes and Cancer Antigen (CA) 19-9. Imaging found 3 right breast nodules,
left axillary lymphadenopathy, biliary dilatation with an ampullary mass, and bone metastases. Breast
nodule biopsies confirmed ILC but ampullary mass cytopathology was inconclusive. Frozen section of
the mass during exploratory laparotomy showed metastatic ILC; a triple bypass surgery was done and
chemo-endocrine therapy commenced.

DISCUSSION: ILC is the commonest type of breast carcinoma in cases with pancreatic metastases, usually
recurring after long disease-free intervals, and widely metastatic at presentation. Imaging characteris-
tics help differentiate secondary from primary pancreatic tumors. Radiological features and history of
an extra-pancreatic cancer suffice in suspecting pancreatic metastases. Despite limited surgical experi-
ence, it is well accepted that pancreatic metastasectomy offers reasonably good long-term survival rates,
quality of life and can even be curative in highly selected cases.

CONCLUSION: This case is an interesting case because it highlights the diagnostic dilemma involved in the
rare entity of breast cancer metastatic to the pancreas, and summarizes its diagnosis and management.
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1. Introduction

Over the last decade, the increasing utilization of imaging meth-
ods has increased the detection of unusual pancreatic tumors [1].
Secondary tumors of the pancreas should be considered in the dif-
ferential diagnosis of pancreatic lesions especially with a history of
previous malignancy [2], even though their rarity may lead to diag-
nostic challenges [3]. In fact, metastatic disease to the pancreas
constitutes only for 2% of pancreatic malignancies [4], of which
a breast primary is extremely rare, accounting for under 5% of
metastatic pancreatic masses [5].

We report a case of recurrent metastatic invasive lobular breast
carcinoma, interestingly, with a clinical presentation mimicking
primary pancreatic cancer. As per our literature review, our case
is only the 14th reported case worldwide of lobular breast can-
cer metastasizing to the pancreas, and the first such case from
Singapore.

* Corresponding author.
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2. Presentation of case

A 53-year-old lady presented with progressively worsening
painless, obstructive jaundice and 7 kg weight loss over 1.5 months.
She felt an abdominal mass, but denied abdominal pain.

She had a history of wide local excision 5 years prior for left
breast Invasive Lobular Carcinoma (ILC), stage pT2NOMO, and Estro-
gen Receptor (ER)/Progesterone Receptor (PR) positive, Human
Epidermal Growth Factor Receptor 2 (HER2) negative. She had
received adjuvant radiotherapy and was on hormonal therapy
(Tamoxifen for 2 years, then Letrozole for 3 years). Her mother and
maternal aunt had breast cancer at 48 and 75 years of age respec-
tively; her mother suffered recurrence at 77. Our patient’s bilateral
mammogram 8 months prior was unremarkable. She had neither
breast nor nipple symptoms now.

On examination, she was overtly jaundiced, had hepatomegaly
2 fingerbreadths below the costal margin, and a 2 cm right breast
mass was palpated at the 11 o’clock location. There were no skin
or nipple changes, axillary lymphadenopathy, pleural effusion or
bony tenderness.

2210-2612/© 2020 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd on behalf of IJS Publishing Group Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
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Fig. 1. Computed Tomography scan of the abdomen demonstrating dilated common bile duct and pancreatic duct.

Her leukocyte count and hemoglobin were normal. She had con-
jugated hyperbilirubinemia (Total Bilirubin 87 pumol/L, Conjugated
Bilirubin 41 pmol/L), markedly elevated liver enzymes and high
Cancer Antigen (CA) 19-9 of 95.6 U/mL.

Computed Tomography (CT) scan showed gross intra- and extra-
hepatic biliary dilatation (common bile duct 18 mm, pancreatic
duct 5 mm) without an identifiable cause (Fig. 1), enhancement
over the right breast lower outer quadrant, a 4 mm left axillary
lymph node, and widespread, predominantly sclerotic bone metas-
tases.

Endoscopic Ultrasound (EUS) revealed a 14 mm hypoechoic
sub-epithelial ampullary mass (Fig. 2), but fine needle aspiration
(FNA) was non-diagnostic. On dedicated CT pancreatic imaging,
the mass was hyper-enhancing in the arterial phase (Fig. 3), and
remained so in the portal venous phase (Fig. 4). Four attempts
using endoscopy and interventional radiology failed to provide
cytological or histological evidence of malignancy. The biliary sys-
tem was decompressed with Percutaneous Transhepatic Biliary
Drainage.

Concomitantly, four lesions were seen on breast ultrasonogra-
phy - three right breast nodules up to 12 mm in size at 2, 7 and 12
o'clock and a 5 mm left axillary node (Fig. 5). Ultrasound-guided
biopsy returned as Grade 2 ILC, ER positive (> 90%), PR (< 1%) and
HER2 negative.

Fig. 2. Endoscopic finding of sub-epithelial ampullary mass.

At this juncture, it was yet to be ascertained if the pancreatic
mass was a synchronous tumor or a manifestation of metastatic
breast cancer.

As per multidisciplinary meeting recommendations, an
exploratory laparotomy was undertaken. A hard pancreatic head
mass was found invading the first and second parts of the duo-
denum (D1/D2), extending to the small bowel mesentery root,
and encasing the superior mesenteric vein (SMV). Core biopsy
of this mass confirmed metastatic ILC on frozen section. Given
the widely metastatic, aggressive nature of this breast cancer,
treatment intent was therefore palliative. A triple bypass surgery
was performed. Post-operatively, the patient was commenced on
palliative chemo-endocrine therapy with Palbociclib, a selective
inhibitor of Cyclin Dependent Kinase (CDK)4 and CDK6 used in
treating ER positive, Her2 negative breast cancer.

3. Discussion

Breast cancer metastatic to the pancreas usually develops late in
the course of the disease, often with widespread metastases [6,7].
ILC is the commonest histological type of breast carcinoma in cases
with pancreatic metastases, and typically occurs after long disease-
free intervals [8].

Pancreatic metastases are frequently located within the pancre-
atic head (40%) or tail (35%) [4,6]. Most patients were asymptomatic
atdiagnosis [6,7], but can present with abdominal pain, obstructive
jaundice, weight loss, gastrointestinal bleeding, and/or pancreatitis
[9,10].

Imaging studies are more useful than tumor markers for detect-
ing pancreatic metastases. Pancreatic metastases and primary
pancreatic tumors usually differ in radiologic characteristics [1] -
highly vascular tumors demonstrating arterial phase enhancement
and, possibly, rim enhancement are more likely to be metastases
compared to hypo-enhancing primary cancers [7,10].

Although EUS-guided FNA is sometimes attempted, a pre-
operative cytological distinction between primary and secondary
pancreatic cancer is unnecessary because it does not change sur-
gical management in localized disease [6,8]. Radiological features
and a history of an extra-pancreatic cancer suffice in suspecting
pancreatic metastases [1].

The decision for treatment should require a multi-disciplinary
team, including a surgeon and an oncologist, and the treatment
should be individualized [11], as was done in our patient’s case.

Some authors have suggested that surgical resection may be
appropriate for both symptom control and formal diagnosis [2].
Although experience in pancreatic metastasectomy is limited [1]
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Fig. 3. Arterial phase Computed Tomography of the pancreas showing a hyper-enhancing lesion.

Fig. 4. Delayed phase Computed Tomography of the pancreas showing the same hyper-enhancing lesion.
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Fig. 5. a) Ultrasonography of right breast lesion at 2 o’clock position, b) Ultrasonography of right breast lesion at 7 o’clock position, c) Ultrasonography of right breast lesion

at 12 o’clock position, d) Ultrasonography of left axillary lymph node.

and evidence-based guidelines are lacking [4,10], it is nonetheless
well-accepted that surgical resection of pancreatic metastases can
produce reasonably good long-term survival rates, quality of life
and even be curative in selected cases with favorable patient and
tumor factors [1,4,9,12].

These factors include patients with good performance status,
primary cancers with good tumor biology, isolated pancreatic
metastases, those who can be rendered disease-free with surgi-
cal resection and disease amenable to resection [4,6-8]. Resection
should be aggressive with the aim of obtaining negative surgical
margins and adequate lymphatic dissection, and preferably done
in high-volume centers with adequate technical expertise [1].

In widespread metastatic disease, pancreatic metastasectomy
is unlikely to provide benefit and the patient should be assessed
for systemic chemo-endocrine therapy, or best supportive therapy
[4,7,9].

4. Conclusion

In summary, the pancreas is an uncommon site for metasta-
sis from a primary breast cancer. Despite its rarity, such patients
will be encountered due to the centralization of pancreatic surgery
into high-volume centers. These patients should be evaluated
in the standard manner for a newly diagnosed pancreatic mass.
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Long-term survival can be achieved with surgical resection in a
highly selected group of patients. However, further accumulation
of literature and detailed analysis is still required.
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