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Abstract
A well-marginated fat-containing renal lesion gives strong suspicion of renal angiomyolipoma
(RAML) that usually requires no surgical intervention. Radiologically, renal masses with a large
amount of fat can rule out renal cell carcinoma (RCC). Calcifications are very infrequent in
RAML. However, the presence of calcifications in a fat-containing renal lesion is highly
suggestive of RCC. These lesions should undergo surgical resection and histopathological
assessment to reach the right diagnosis and avoid poor outcomes if diagnosed late. We present
a case of bilateral renal tumors, in which one of them radiologically contained abundant fat
with calcifications on CT scan, which was confirmed to be an RCC on histopathological
examination.
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Introduction
Abdominal imaging has been used extensively over the past decade in patients presenting with
gastrointestinal and urological symptoms. With the increasing use of radiological modalities,
there is a rising trend of diagnosis of solid renal tumors incidentally [1]. In a well-demarcated
renal mass, the demonstration of fat on CT scans is highly suggestive of renal angiomyolipoma
(RAML) [2]. However, renal masses with macroscopic fat can be malignant. Small renal cell
carcinoma (RCC) with osseous metaplasia, large RCC with perirenal fat invasion, and Wilms
tumor are the examples of malignant renal tumors that can contain fat [3]. The presence of
calcifications in renal masses raises the suspicion of malignancy and is proven to be RCC in
40% of the cases, regardless of the pattern and number. Therefore, the presence of fat and
calcifications are more consistent with RCC [4]. We are presenting a case with bilateral well-
demarcated solid renal masses, one of which contained abundant fat and calcifications.

Case Presentation
Clinical history
A 69-year-old male with a history of hypertension presented to the emergency department with
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complaints of urinary frequency, urgency, and hesitation to pass urine. Physical examination
was unremarkable. Laboratory tests showed high leukocytes in urine (19 WBC/hpf) and
elevated prostate-specific antigen (PSA) of 14 ng/mL.

Radiological features
Ultrasound examination of the urinary tract showed an enlarged prostate with an estimated
volume of 67 mL. In addition to this, two solid mass lesions were found incidentally in the right
kidney. The first lesion was a well-defined hypoechoic mass lesion in the middle pole region,
measuring 25 x 22 mm. A second hypoechoic lesion was identified in the lower pole measuring
10 cm and had calcifications as well. The left kidney also showed a small hypoechoic lesion in
the lower pole (Figure 1).

FIGURE 1: Ultrasound of the abdomen
The right kidney demonstrates a hypoechoic mass lesion in its middle pole showing internal and
peripheral vascularity measuring 25 x 22 mm (A and B). An ill-defined focal mass lesion can be seen
in the right kidney lower pole with calcifications and posterior acoustic shadowing (C and D). A
subtle hypoechoic round-shaped lesion can be seen at the medial aspect of the left kidney (E).

The patient had undergone treatment for urinary tract infection and benign prostatic
hypertrophy. On follow-up, repeated PSA showed a significant decrease in level to 6 ng/mL as
compared with the previous reading of 14 ng/mL. Thus, the patient did not undergo prostatic
biopsy.

The patient underwent a contrast-enhanced CT scan for further characterization of the renal
masses. CT scan confirmed three renal mass lesions, two in the right kidney and one in the left
kidney (Figure 2).
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FIGURE 2: Contrast-enhanced CT scan of the abdomen and
pelvis
An oblique coronal view demonstrates all three lesions in the kidney. The one in the lower pole of
the right kidney is the largest.

There was an exophytic mass lesion in the middle pole of the right kidney, measuring 27 mm in
diameter, and showed enhancement similar to the renal cortex on post-contrast images with a
central non-enhancing area. This lesion showed contrast washout in the delayed phase
(Figure 3).

2020 Yousaf et al. Cureus 12(1): e6721. DOI 10.7759/cureus.6721 3 of 9

https://assets.cureus.com/uploads/figure/file/94715/lightbox_31de1b0037b111eaa119db570b96976e-Webp.net-resizeimage.png


FIGURE 3: Axial sections of CT of the abdomen and pelvis
It reveals an exophytic mass lesion measuring 27 mm in size in the interpolar region of the right
kidney (A). It is demonstrating contrast enhancement with a central non-enhancing area (B).

The lesion in the lower pole of the right kidney was a large (77 x 61 mm) exophytic
heterogeneous lesion with foci of macrocalcifications. It showed heterogeneous contrast
enhancement and multiple areas of fatty components. In the lower pole of the left kidney, there
was a small lesion measuring 14 mm in diameter, showing heterogeneous contrast
enhancement with a central non-enhancing area (Figure 4).
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FIGURE 4: Axial sections of CT of the abdomen and pelvis at
the level of lower poles of the kidneys
A large exophytic fat-containing heterogeneous mass with focal calcifications (white arrows) in the
lower pole of the right kidney, measuring 77 x 61 mm, can be seen (A-C). The hypodensities (red
arrows) may explain the fatty contents, whereas the density of the other parts (yellow arrow) of
the tumor is similar to the right kidney. A perceived heterogeneous faint contrast enhancement
can be seen in the right kidney lesion (C). A suspicious small exophytic renal nodule measuring 14
mm in diameter is seen at the lower pole of the left kidney as well (blue arrow in 4B), showing
heterogeneous enhancement (blue arrow in 4C).

The presence of an extensive amount of fat in the lower pole lesion of the right kidney
suggested the diagnosis of RAML. However, the presence of calcifications, which is an
infrequent observation in RAML, raised the possibility of a massive fat-containing RCC. These
lesions did not invade the pelvicalyceal system or renal veins on either side. There were no
sizeable para-aortic lymph nodes.

The multidisciplinary team agreed on the decision to perform bilateral partial nephrectomy in a
step-wise manner. The patient underwent right partial nephrectomy by the uro-oncology team,
which went uneventful.

Histopathological features
The histopathology was quite challenging. Specimens from the middle and lower poles of the
right kidney showed a large amount of fat. They showed two different histological features with
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almost identical morphological and immunohistochemical features.

Gross examination of the specimen from the lower pole of the right kidney (Figure 5A) revealed
an unoriented mass surrounded by fatty tissue weighing 560 g and measuring 13 x 10 x 9 cm.
Slicing revealed a well-defined mass occupying most of the specimen measuring 8 x 6.5 x 6.5
cm. It had a variegated cut surface showing hemorrhagic areas alternating with tan whitish
areas, yellow areas, and cystic spaces. The periphery of the mass showed homogenous whitish
regions that might represent compressed renal tissue. The tumor appeared to be abutting the
surrounding fatty tissue but not infiltrating it. Microscopic examination (Figure 5B-5E) showed
a heterogeneous tumor comprising areas of mature adipose tissue, hemorrhage, dystrophic
calcifications with foci of ossification, hyalinized fibrous stroma, patchy sheets of pleomorphic
epithelial cells with monomorphic nuclei, cholesterol clefts, and bone marrow elements with
trilineage hematopoiesis. The epithelial cells had pleomorphic round nuclei with mild-to-
moderate atypia and conspicuous nucleoli (grade 3). Some of the epithelial cells were present
within the mature adipose tissue, and other epithelial islands were present within hemorrhagic
areas. There was a thin rim of residual fibrotic renal parenchyma in the periphery of the tumor
adjacent to adipose tissue. Immunohistochemistry showed that the epithelial cells are positive
with Ae1/Ae3, patchy MNF116, PAX8, and RCC, but negative with CK7, S100, HMB45, MelanA,
PAX2, SMA, desmin, vimentin, CAIX, CD117, synaptophysin, CD56, chromogranin A, CD10,
TFE3, inhibin, and E-cadherin (Figure 5).

FIGURE 5: Histopathological features of the right kidney
specimen (lower pole)
A well-defined mass is occupying most of the specimen that has hemorrhagic areas alternating with
tan whitish areas, yellow areas, and cystic spaces (A). Microscopic examination shows a
heterogeneous tumor comprising areas of mature adipose tissue, hemorrhage, dystrophic
calcifications with foci of ossification, hyalinized fibrous stroma, patchy sheets of pleomorphic
epithelial cells with monomorphic, and nuclei. Some of the epithelial cells are present within the
mature adipose tissue, and other epithelial islands are present within hemorrhagic areas (B-F).

Gross examination of the specimen from the middle pole of the right kidney (Figure 6A)
revealed an irregular piece of fibrofatty tissue measuring 8 x 7 x 2.8 cm containing a
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hemorrhagic mass measuring 3.5 x 3 x 2 cm. Microscopic examination (Figure 6B-6E) showed a
homogenous tumor comprising sheets and nests of epithelial cells with clear eosinophilic
cytoplasm, rounded nuclei with mild-to-moderate atypia, and conspicuous nucleoli.
Immunohistochemistry (Figure 6F, 6G) showed that the tumor cells were positive with Ae1/Ae3,
MNF116, CD10 (Figure 6F), E-cadherin, patchy CK7, patchy PAX8 (Figure 6G), and patchy CD56,
but negative with vimentin, HMB45, S100, MelanA, PAX2, CD117, CAIX, chromogranin A, TFE3,
RCC, CK20, and inhibin (Figure 6).

FIGURE 6: Histopathological features of the right kidney
specimen (middle pole)
An irregular piece of fibrofatty tumor that contains a hemorrhagic mass can be seen (A). Microscopy
shows a homogeneous tumor comprising sheets and nests of epithelial cells with clear eosinophilic
cytoplasm, round nuclei with mild-to-moderate atypia and conspicuous nucleoli (B-
E). Immunohistochemistry shows that the tumor cells are positive with CD10 (F) and PAX8 (G).

Based on these features, the differential diagnoses included multifocal RCC (unclassified),
multifocal clear cell RCC (eosinophilic variant), multifocal chromophobe RCC, and
oncocytoma. Another possibility was RCC infiltrating angiomyolipoma, but the morphology
and immunohistochemical features were against RAML. Based on morphological and
immunohistochemical features, the final diagnosis in both specimens was RCC.

Follow-up
Due to the malignant features of the tumors on histopathology, the patient underwent a CT
scan of the thorax, abdomen, and pelvis six months after the surgery to look for recurrence.
Fortunately, the CT scan showed no recurrence or residual tumor on the right side. Although
the left-sided tumor was of the same size in the repeated CT scan, the uro-oncology team
offered the patient biopsy or partial nephrectomy. But, the patient refused to take any further
management.

Discussion
RAML, fat-containing RCC, lipoma, liposarcoma, and oncocytoma are the renal tumors that
contain fat [2]. Our primary focus in this case report is RCC and RAML. RCC is the most
common malignant solid renal mass. It represents more than 90% of renal malignancies and 2-
3% of all cancers. Its peak age of presentation is 60 to 70 years [1]. The classic triad of clinical
presentation is a palpable mass, hematuria, and flank pain, which are not commonly present
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altogether until the late stage of the disease [1]. In children, there is no gender predominance,
whereas in adults, RCC is more predominant in males [5]. Tobacco smoking, hypertension,
dialysis-related cystic disease, and obesity are the most common risk factors of RCC [1]. RCC is
also associated with rare hereditary syndromes, i.e., Von Hippel-Lindau syndrome and
hereditary papillary RCC. Prognosis depends on the TNM stage, grade, and RCC subtype [6].

Incidental diagnosis of renal tumors is becoming more common due to recent advancements in
radiological investigations and increasing trend in the use of the diagnostic techniques for
common diseases. Incidentally diagnosed cases have a better prognosis due to the early stage of
detection and low grade [7]. A well-demarcated hyperechoic renal lesion on ultrasound is highly
suggestive of an angiomyolipoma. However, this is not specific and therefore demands further
investigation with a contrast-enhanced CT of the abdomen and pelvis. The presence of a well-
marginated renal mass containing a large amount of fat makes the diagnosis of RAML and
needs no surgical intervention [8].

One of the following mechanisms can explain the reason behind the presence of fat in RCC.
Lipid producing necrosis, osseous metaplasia, and entrapment of sinus fat by an extensive
irregular RCC can explain the mechanism of the existence of fat within RCC [9]. RAML with
gross fat can have variable areas of hemorrhage, necrosis, cystic changes, and, rarely,
calcifications [10]. The presence of calcifications within a renal lesion raises the suspicion of
RCC. The calcifications are present in 30% of cases of RCC [11]. For such renal tumors
containing fat with calcifications, further management by partial or radical nephrectomy and
confirmation of diagnosis by histopathology is the mainstream of treatment [3].

Conclusions
The confirmation of a hyperechoic (fatty) renal mass with a CT scan is a crucial step in further
evaluation as it can prevent surgery. The presence of calcifications in fat-containing renal mass
is highly suggestive of RCC. The management of these lesions is by resection and
histopathological confirmation. Also, fat-containing tumors involving perirenal or renal sinus
fat, large irregular mass containing areas of small fat necrosis, lymph node involvement, or
venous invasion raise the suspicion of RCC.

Additional Information
Disclosures
Human subjects: Consent was obtained by all participants in this study. Conflicts of interest:
In compliance with the ICMJE uniform disclosure form, all authors declare the following:
Payment/services info: All authors have declared that no financial support was received from
any organization for the submitted work. Financial relationships: All authors have declared
that they have no financial relationships at present or within the previous three years with any
organizations that might have an interest in the submitted work. Other relationships: All
authors have declared that there are no other relationships or activities that could appear to
have influenced the submitted work.

Acknowledgements
We are thankful to Dr. Adham Darweesh for his time to proofread the manuscript and give his
valuable comments on the literature review and imaging modalities.

References
1. Galia M, Albano D, Bruno A, et al.: Imaging features of solid renal masses . Br J Radiol. 2017,

90:20170077. 10.1259/bjr.20170077

2020 Yousaf et al. Cureus 12(1): e6721. DOI 10.7759/cureus.6721 8 of 9

https://dx.doi.org/10.1259/bjr.20170077
https://dx.doi.org/10.1259/bjr.20170077


2. Helenon O, Merran S, Paraf F, Melki P, Correas JM, Chrétien Y, Moreau JFl: Unusual fat-
containing tumors of the kidney: a diagnostic dilemma. Radiographics. 1997, 17:129-144.
10.1148/radiographics.17.1.9017804

3. Helenon O, Chretien Y, Paraf F, Melki P, Denys A, Moreau JF: Renal cell carcinoma containing
fat: demonstration with CT. Radiology. 1993, 188:429-430. 10.1148/radiology.188.2.8327691

4. Chen CL, Tang SH, Wu ST, et al.: Calcified, minimally fat-contained angiomyolipoma
clinically indistinguishable from a renal cell carcinoma. BMC Nephrol. 2013, 14:160.
Accessed: January 19, 2020: 10.1186/1471-2369-14-160

5. Ogunmola OJ, Onyema C, Babatunde Bakare TI, Olabinri EO, Bamigboye-Taiwo OT, Adaje AO,
Lawal OA: A 10-year old girl with resistant hypertension without significant indication of an
underlying renal cell carcinoma, misdiagnosed as malaria. Am J Case Rep. 2019, 20:1434-
1439. Accessed: January 19, 2020: 10.12659/ajcr.916588

6. Smaldone MC, Kutikov A, Egleston BL, et al.: Small renal masses progressing to metastases
under active surveillance: a systematic review and pooled analysis. Cancer. 2012, 118:997-
1006. 10.1002/cncr.26369

7. Gudbjartsson T, Thoroddsen A, Petursdottir V, Hardarson S, Magnusson J, Einarsson GV:
Effect of incidental detection for survival of patients with renal cell carcinoma: results of
population-based study of 701 patients. Urology. 2005, 66:1186-1191.
10.1016/j.urology.2005.07.009

8. Park SY, Shin SJ, Cho NH, Jung DC, Rha KH, Han WK, Oh YT: Solid small renal mass without
gross fat: CT criteria for achieving excellent positive predictive value for renal cell carcinoma.
AJR Am J Roentgenol. 2018, 210:148-155. 10.2214/AJR.17.18421

9. Hayn MH, Cannon GM Jr, Bastacky S, Hrebinko RL: Renal cell carcinoma containing fat
without associated calcifications: two case reports and review of literature. Urology. 2009,
443:445-447. 10.1016/j.urology.2008.02.047

10. Merran S, Vieillefond A, Peyromaure M, Dupuy C: Renal angiomyolipoma with calcification:
CT-pathology correlation. Br J Radiol. 2004, 77:782-783. 10.1259/bjr/33776173

11. Sheth S, Scatarige JC, Horton KM, Corl FM, Fishman EK: Current concepts in the diagnosis
and management of renal cell carcinoma: role of multidetector ct and three-dimensional CT.
Radiographics. 2001;21, 1:237-54. 10.1148/radiographics.21.suppl_1.g01oc18s237

2020 Yousaf et al. Cureus 12(1): e6721. DOI 10.7759/cureus.6721 9 of 9

https://dx.doi.org/10.1148/radiographics.17.1.9017804
https://dx.doi.org/10.1148/radiographics.17.1.9017804
https://dx.doi.org/10.1148/radiology.188.2.8327691
https://dx.doi.org/10.1148/radiology.188.2.8327691
https://dx.doi.org/10.1186/1471-2369-14-160
https://dx.doi.org/10.1186/1471-2369-14-160
https://dx.doi.org/10.12659/ajcr.916588
https://dx.doi.org/10.12659/ajcr.916588
https://dx.doi.org/10.1002/cncr.26369
https://dx.doi.org/10.1002/cncr.26369
https://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.urology.2005.07.009
https://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.urology.2005.07.009
https://dx.doi.org/10.2214/AJR.17.18421
https://dx.doi.org/10.2214/AJR.17.18421
https://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.urology.2008.02.047
https://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.urology.2008.02.047
https://dx.doi.org/10.1259/bjr/33776173
https://dx.doi.org/10.1259/bjr/33776173
https://dx.doi.org/10.1148/radiographics.21.suppl_1.g01oc18s237
https://dx.doi.org/10.1148/radiographics.21.suppl_1.g01oc18s237

	Fat-Containing Renal Cell Carcinoma Mimicking Angiomyolipoma: A Radiological and Histopathological Diagnostic Challenge
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Case Presentation
	Clinical history
	Radiological features
	FIGURE 1: Ultrasound of the abdomen
	FIGURE 2: Contrast-enhanced CT scan of the abdomen and pelvis
	FIGURE 3: Axial sections of CT of the abdomen and pelvis
	FIGURE 4: Axial sections of CT of the abdomen and pelvis at the level of lower poles of the kidneys

	Histopathological features
	FIGURE 5: Histopathological features of the right kidney specimen (lower pole)
	FIGURE 6: Histopathological features of the right kidney specimen (middle pole)

	Follow-up

	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Additional Information
	Disclosures
	Acknowledgements

	References


