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Abstract: Hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) is the sixth most common cancer globally and the primary cause of death in cancer cases, 
with significant public health concern worldwide. Despite the overall decline in the incidence and mortality rates of HCC in recent 
years in recent years, the emergence of metabolic liver disease-related HCC is causing heightened concern, especially in countries like 
the United States, the United Kingdom, and P.R. China. The escalation of metabolic liver disease-related HCC is attributed to 
a combination of factors, including genetic predisposition, lifestyle choices, and changes in the living environment. However, the 
pathogenesis of metabolic liver disease-associated HCC remains imperfect. In this review, we encapsulate the latest advances and 
essential aspects of the pathogenesis of metabolic liver disease-associated HCC, including alcoholic liver disease (ALD), metabolic 
dysfunction–associated steatotic liver disease (MASLD), and inherited metabolic liver diseases. 
Keywords: hepatocellular carcinoma, metabolic liver disease, pathogenesis, alcoholic liver disease, metabolic dysfunction–associated 
steatotic liver disease

Introduction
Hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) stands out as the most prevalent and severe form of primary liver cancer globally. It 
ranks sixth in new cancer cases and third in cancer-related deaths among humans, solidifying its status as one of the 
deadliest cancers.1 At present, the predominant etiological factors in clinical HCC cases encompass hepatitis B virus 
(HBV), hepatitis C virus (HCV), and metabolic diseases.2 The historical dominance of HBV and HCV as the main causes 
of HCC is diminishing due to the widespread use of antiviral drugs, resulting in a declining trend in their associated HCC 
incidence.3 However, the incidence of metabolic liver disease-associated HCC has shown an upward trend and is 
gradually supplanting HBV and HCV as the leading cause of HCC.

Metabolic liver disease encompasses a group of diseases causing liver damage due to abnormal metabolism in the 
body. The liver, being the body’s largest detoxification organ, converts toxic exogenous substances and endogenous 
metabolites into non-toxic or highly soluble substances, facilitating their excretion through bile or urine. Abnormal 
metabolism, induced by factors such as prolonged heavy drinking, high-fat diets, medications, and deficiencies or 
abnormalities in specific enzymes in the body, leads to a substantial accumulation of toxic substances in the liver, 
causing severe damage.4 Recent years have witnessed a rapid increase in the incidence of metabolic liver disease, driven 
by changes in lifestyles, environments, and hereditary factors, particularly in countries like the United States, China, and 
Italy. This heightened incidence elevates the risk of HCC.5 Clinical observations indicate that metabolic liver disease- 
related HCC has a relatively poorer prognosis and is more aggressive compared to virus-related HCC.6 Therefore, there 
is an urgent need to deepen our understanding of the pathogenesis of metabolic liver disease-related HCC, to discover 
new strategies for its treatment.

Journal of Hepatocellular Carcinoma 2024:11 581–594                                                      581
© 2024 Chen et al. This work is published and licensed by Dove Medical Press Limited. The full terms of this license are available at https://www.dovepress.com/terms.php 
and incorporate the Creative Commons Attribution – Non Commercial (unported, v3.0) License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/). By accessing the work 

you hereby accept the Terms. Non-commercial uses of the work are permitted without any further permission from Dove Medical Press Limited, provided the work is properly attributed. For 
permission for commercial use of this work, please see paragraphs 4.2 and 5 of our Terms (https://www.dovepress.com/terms.php).

Journal of Hepatocellular Carcinoma                                                    Dovepress
open access to scientific and medical research

Open Access Full Text Article

Received: 17 November 2023
Accepted: 13 March 2024
Published: 19 March 2024

http://orcid.org/0009-0000-4438-0445
http://orcid.org/0009-0008-9872-5750
http://orcid.org/0009-0007-5784-0595
http://orcid.org/0009-0008-3932-6725
http://www.dovepress.com/permissions.php
https://www.dovepress.com/terms.php
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://www.dovepress.com/terms.php
https://www.dovepress.com


Alcoholic Liver Disease
Alcoholic liver disease is a widespread chronic liver disease, defined as liver damage caused by prolonged excessive alcohol 
consumption, typically developing after five consecutive years of average daily alcohol intake of >40 g for men and >20 g for 
women.7,8 Alcoholic liver disease (ALD) disease progression is progressive. It initially presents as simple hepatic steatosis, 
known as alcoholic fatty liver (AFL). About 10–35% of AFL cases progress to alcoholic steatohepatitis (ASH), marked by 
hepatic inflammation, hepatocellular injury, and ballooning. While ASH progresses gradually, sustained heavy alcohol 
consumption accelerates its advancement, leading to irreversible fibrosis and cirrhosis. Ultimately, this progression may 
result in HCC.9 Reports indicate that more than 90% of individuals with prolonged high alcohol consumption (>40 g per day) 
will develop AFL, establishing the groundwork for the high prevalence of AFL-HCC.10

The pathogenesis of metabolic liver disease-related HCC is complex, primarily encompassing metabolism, inflammation, 
DNA mutation, immunosuppression, and other mechanisms.11 The liver is the main organ involved in metabolizing alcohol 
intake and is sensitive to the impacts of alcohol consumption. Ethanol dehydrogenase metabolizes alcohol to acetaldehyde in 
hepatocytes, also inducing the production of cytochrome P450 2E1 (CYP2E1), an enzyme present in hepatocytes that also 
metabolizes alcohol to acetaldehyde.12,13 Acetaldehyde is highly toxic and carcinogenic, leading to structural and functional 
changes in proteins, resulting in the production of neoantigens. Moreover, it can form adducts with DNA and interstrand cross- 
links, potentially leading to DNA mutations when DNA repair is insufficient. Simultaneously, acetaldehyde inhibits the 
activity of the DNA repair enzyme O6-methylguanine DNA methyltransferase, resulting in inadequate DNA repair and an 
increased likelihood of DNA mutations.14–16 In addition, CYP2E1 activates procarcinogens to produce carcinogens (eg, 
nitrosamines).17 At the same time, reactive oxygen species (ROS), another substance produced during alcohol metabolism that 
accelerates liver damage, can be generated as a byproduct of CYP2E1 or during alcohol-induced inflammation.18–20 ROS- 
induced production gives rise to the aldehyde metabolites 4-hydroxynonenal (4-HNE) or malondialdehyde (MDA), which can 
form highly reactive adducts with acetaldehyde, causing DNA mutations.21,22 Finally, activation of the typical WNT/β-catenin 
pathway promotes CYP2E1 transcription, strongly associating it with the development of alcohol-related HCC.23–25

Alcohol prompts the progression of hepatic inflammation, a pivotal pathophysiological mechanism in HCC. The induction 
of inflammation can serve as the initiation of tumorigenesis.9 Firstly, chronic heavy alcohol consumption disrupts the 
homeostasis of the gut microbiota by secreting large amounts of lipopolysaccharides (LPS), defined as pathogen-associated 
molecular patterns (PAMPs). The toxic effects of alcohol induce cellular stress and damage, leading to the release of factors 
such as adenosine and ATP, known as damage-associated molecular patterns (DAMPs).26–29 Hepatocytes, Kuffer cells, and 
hepatic stellate cells (HSCs) in the liver are activated by two modes and secrete numerous cytokines and chemokines, 
triggering inflammation. The activated HSCs will also support the growth of tumor cells, promoting the development of 
HCC.30 Simultaneously, Toll-like receptor 4 (TLR4) recognizes two patterns, releasing pro-inflammatory IL-8 and IL-1β.8,31 

In summary, CYP2E1 and LPS are vital drivers of alcohol-related tumors, activating HSCs and promoting HCC. Moreover, 
alcohol directly induces and activates ectopic up-regulation of TLR4, and Nanog, a direct downstream gene of alcohol- 
induced TLR4, can mediate TLR4-dependent hepatocellular carcinogenesis via hepatic progenitor cells.32–34

It has been reported that in ALD, liver injury due to alcoholic cirrhosis decreases the level of hepcidin in the liver, 
a negative regulator of iron metabolism. Consequently, decreased hepcidin levels lead to iron overload.35,36 Iron is a necessary 
element in the body, but it is also toxic. Significant accumulations of iron in the liver accelerate the development of HCC. Iron 
overload is an independent risk factor for the development of HCC.37–40 Lastly, alcohol also suppresses the body’s immune 
system, resulting in a reduction in the number of CD8+ cells and inhibiting the transcriptional regulation of miRNA-122 and 
miRNA-483, thereby promoting the formation of HCC.41,42 In summary, chronic heavy alcohol consumption promotes the 
development of HCC by generating aldehyde carcinogens, ROS, PAMPs and DAMPs, inducing inflammation, and causing 
immunosuppression. Figure 1 shows the pathogenesis of alcohol-related HCC.

Metabolic Dysfunction–Associated Steatotic Liver Disease
It is worth noting that the recent multisociety Delphi consensus statement on a new nomenclature for fatty liver recommends 
renaming NAFLD (non-alcoholic fatty liver disease) to MASLD (metabolic dysfunction–associated steatotic liver disease).43 

MASLD is an acquired metabolic stress liver injury characterized by clinicopathological syndromes of excessive intracellular 
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fat deposition in hepatocytes, resulting from factors unrelated to alcohol and other well-defined hepatic injury factors. It is 
closely linked to insulin resistance and genetic susceptibility.44 MASLD encompasses a broad spectrum of diseases, including 
metabolic steatotic liver diseases (MSLD) and metabolic dysfunction–associated steatohepatitis (MASH). These conditions 
can progress to fibrosis and cirrhosis, increasing the risk of developing HCC.45–47 With changes in people’s lifestyles and 
environments, obesity and its related metabolic syndromes exhibit a globalized epidemic trend, including insulin resistance, 
type 2 diabetes mellitus (T2DM), hypertension, and dyslipidemia. The prevalence of MASLD has been rapidly increasing in 
the last decade, with a current global prevalence rate of about 30%. This explains the rising incidence of HCC.48,49 Hepatitis 
B and C have been the primary causes of HCC over the years. With the widespread use of antiviral drugs, the incidence of 
hepatitis virus-related HCC has declined. However, the prevalence of MASLD-related HCC has been increasing, and the 
global annual incidence of HCC in patients with MASLD is about 0.44 per 1,000 person-years. MASLD has gradually become 
the primary cause of HCC.50–52

The development of MASLD-related HCC is influenced by various factors, yet a comprehensive investigation is still 
pending. Key pathogenic mechanisms involve insulin resistance, lipotoxicity, oxidative stress, immune system activation, 
intestinal microbiota disturbances, autophagy dysregulation, and mitochondrial dysfunction.53,54 Simply put, insulin resis-
tance results from reduced sensitivity of glucose uptake and utilization to the stimulating effects of insulin, necessitating 
increased insulin secretion to maintain stable blood glucose levels.55,56 Elevated plasma insulin levels lead to a cascade of 
metabolic disorders. Hyperinsulinemia, T2DM, and obesity are intimately connected to insulin resistance. The insulin 
signaling pathway is activated by the action of all three, constituting the primary mechanism for the progression of 
MASLD to HCC.57,58 The synthesis of hyperinsulinemic insulin-like growth factor-1 (IGF-1) increases in MASLD. IGF-1 

Figure 1 Pathogenesis of alcohol-related HCC. Alcohol undergoes metabolism in the liver to acetaldehyde, inducing the production of CYP2E1. Acetaldehyde, 
a carcinogenic substance, forms adducts with DNA interstrand cross-links. It diminishes the activity of O6-methylguanine DNA methyltransferase, resulting in insufficient 
DNA repair and, collectively, leading to DNA mutation. Alcohol disrupts gut microbial homeostasis, producing PAMPs and DAMPs. This process activates hepatocytes, 
Kupffer cells, and hepatic stellate cells (HSCs), leading to the secretion of chemokines, inflammation, and induced production of ROS. The ROS-produced malondialdehyde 
(MDA) forms adducts with acetaldehyde, resulting in DNA mutations. Alcohol induces ectopic upregulation of TLR4, which recognizes two patterns, releasing pro- 
inflammatory IL-8 and IL-1β. Moreover, the TLR4 downstream gene Nanog mediates TLR4-dependent hepatocellular carcinogenesis via hepatic progenitor cells. Alcohol also 
promotes the formation of HCC by down-regulating ferredoxin levels and inhibiting CD8+ cells and transcription of miRNA-122 and miRNA-483. (→, promote; , inhibit). 
Abbreviations: ADH, alcohol dehydrogenase; CYP2E1, cytochrome P450 2E1; TLR4, Toll-like receptor 4; PAMPs, pathogen-associated molecular patterns; DAMPs, 
damage-associated molecular patterns; IL-8, interleukin-8; ROS, reactive oxygen species; MDA, malondialdehyde; HCC, hepatocellular carcinoma.
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binds to the insulin-like growth factor-1 receptor (IGF1R), activating insulin receptor substrate-1 (IRS-1). This, in turn, further 
activates mitogen-activated protein kinase (MAPK), leading to the upregulation of the transcription of proto-oncogenes (eg, 
c-fos and c-jun). Subsequently, the Wnt/β-catenin pathway is activated, contributing to the progression of MSLD toward 
hepatic fibrosis and tumor; 59–61 IRS-1 also activates the PI3K/AKT pathway, playing a pro-cancer role by promoting cell 
proliferation and preventing apoptosis.62 Additionally, insulin resistance enhances the expression of the growth hormone 
receptor (GHR), coupled with growth hormone (GH), promoting the synthesis of IGF-1 and activating the pro-cancer 
pathway.63 The liver is the primary target of GHR signaling. In cancer cells, GH binding to GHR triggers the activation of 
intracellular receptor domains such as JAK2, leading to the accelerated activation of oncogenic transcription factors STAT3, 
and other survival molecules including IRS-1, AKT, and ERK. There is growing evidence suggesting the significant 
involvement of GHR signaling in the pathogenesis of HCC.64

During the progression of MASLD to HCC, a typical pathological change is the accumulation of lipids in hepatocytes. This 
accumulation leads to a series of pathological changes, including increased mitochondrial oxidation inducing ROS production 
and chronic inflammation.65,66 In this process, an imbalance of inflammatory cytokines, including interleukin-6(IL-6), tumor 
necrosis factor-α(TNF-α), leptin, and lipocalin occurs. It has been reported that in MASH, the levels of IL-6, TNF-α, and leptin 
are elevated, while lipocalin levels are decreased.60,67 IL-6 can induce HCC cell proliferation and tumor formation by 
activating the JAK/STAT pathway; 67,68 TNF-α induces IL-6, which also regulates cancer cell differentiation, metastasis, and 
angiogenesis.69 TNF-α and IL-6, in turn, activate oncogenic transcription factors, including activator protein-1 (AP-1), nuclear 
factor-κB (NF-κB), and signal transducer and activator of transcription 3 (STAT3).70,71 Lipocalin inhibits TNF-α expression 
mainly by triggering AMPK signaling. It is evident that lipocalin levels are decreased in MASH, thereby increasing the risk of 
developing HCC.72,73 Leptin primarily interacts with PI3K, MAPK, and JAK2/STAT signaling pathways, promoting tumor 
cell proliferation, invasion, angiogenesis, and metastasis. This accelerates the progression of HCC.74 Wang et al75 discovered 
that LINC01468 expression was upregulated in patients with MASLD-associated HCC through transcriptomic analysis. They 
experimentally demonstrated that LINC01468 binds to SHIP2 and promotes cullin 4A (CUL4A)-conjugated ubiquitin 
degradation. This activation induces the PI3K/AKT/mTOR signaling pathway, promoting lipid synthesis and HCC progres-
sion. Furthermore, in MASLD, Kuffer cells in the liver are activated to induce hepatic inflammation and MASLD progression 
by upregulating TNF-α, IL-1β, IL-6, IL-12, IL-18, IL-10, and IFN-γ.76 Finally, aberrant lipid metabolism leads CD4+ T cells to 
exert their oncogenic effects through mitochondrial production of more ROS, increased oxidative stress, and endoplasmic 
reticulum (ER) disruption.77 Figure 2 illustrates the mechanisms of insulin resistance and lipid accumulation in the develop-
ment of MASLD-associated HCC.

MicroRNAs (miRNAs) play an important role in the development of MASLD-related HCC and are expected to become 
new therapeutic targets for MASLD-related HCC treatment.78 Firstly, miRNA-21 is one of the most commonly upregulated 
miRNAs in MASLD and HCC. Lai et al79 found that miRNA-21 is mediated through PTS signaling (PI3K/AKT, TGF- β, and 
STAT3 Signaling) plays multiple roles in tumor metabolism and activation during the progression of MASLD to HCC. 
miRNA-122 constitutes 70% of the total miRNA in the liver, and miRNA-122a plays an important role as an intrinsic tumor 
suppressor gene in the liver. The absence of miRNA-122a increases the incidence of spontaneous HCC; conversely, the re- 
expression of miRNA-122a will reduces the incidence of liver tumors.80 miRNA-34a is upregulated in a high-fat environment 
of the liver and induces liver cell aging by targeting CDK6. The miRNA-34a CDK6 signaling axis may promote the 
development of MASLD in a high-fat environment.81 During the occurrence and development of MASLD, miRNA-301a- 
3p and miRNA-34a-5p are overexpressed, while the expression level of miRNA-375 decreases.82 This abundance change also 
exists in HCC species, indicating that these three miRNAs are related to the progression of MASLD-HCC. In addition, Zhang 
et al83 observed a significant increase in miRNA-378 expression in the fatty liver of high-fat-fed mice and human liver cancer 
HepG2 cells with lipid accumulation. Liver specific expression of miRNA-378 impaired fatty acid oxidation (FAO) and 
promoted the development of hepatic steatosis. miRNA-21-5p also drives the progression of MASLD to HCC and regulates 
peroxisome proliferator-activated receptor alpha (PPARα). Its expression promotes the accumulation of lipophilic lipids, 
inducing cell cycle activation, proliferation, and tumorigenesis.84 Finally, the absence of miRNA-223, which has anti- 
inflammatory effects, can induce the progression of MASLD.85 In summary, miRNA is a promising research direction that 
will play a crucial role in the diagnosis, staging, and treatment of the progression of MASLD to HCC in the future. Figure 3 
illustrates the mechanisms of miRNAs in the development of MASLD-associated HCC.
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Changes in gut microbiota abundance are also one of the mechanisms underlying the transition from MASLD to HCC, 
accelerated by dysbiosis, altered mucosal permeability, and bacterial overgrowth in the gut.86 Dysbiosis of the intestinal 
microbiota disrupts the intestinal mucosal barrier, leading to endogenous ethanol, the release of inflammatory factors, microbial 
translocation, and immune response activation.87 These changes also result in increased production of the bacterial metabolite 
lipopolysaccharide (LPS) in the gut, activating the immune system via TLR4, inducing pro-inflammatory factors and oxidative 
stress, aggravating liver inflammation, and contributing to HCC.88 Elevated LPS levels have been observed in MASLD.89

Autophagy plays a crucial role in MASLD and its progression to HCC, serving as a protective mechanism regulating lipid 
metabolism, insulin resistance, and mitochondrial health, and protecting hepatocytes. However, impaired autophagy has been 
found in all pathological changes during MASLD progression to HCC, primarily due to lipid accumulation, hyperinsulinemia, 
and aberrant secretion of cytokines in the liver. Impaired autophagy, in turn, contributes to abnormal hepatic manifestations, 
creating a detrimental cycle.71 Autophagy deficiency lead to the accumulation of misfolded proteins, oxidative stress, innate 

Figure 2 Mechanisms of insulin resistance and lipid accumulation in the development of MASLD-associated HCC. IGF-1 synthesis is enhanced in MASLD, with IGF-1 binding 
to IGF1R and activating IRS-1. IRS-1 further triggers MAPK, leading to the upregulation of proto-oncogenes (eg, c-fos and c-jun). MAPK activates the Wnt/β-catenin pathway, 
promoting tumor formation. IRS-1 also activates the PI3K/AKT pathway, contributing to tumorigenic effects. Insulin resistance upregulates GHR expression, binding to GH 
and promoting IGF-1 synthesis, activating the pro-cancer pathway. In cancer cells, GH binds to GHR to activate JAK2, accelerating the activation of TAT3, IRS-1, AKT, and 
ERK. Lipid accumulation increases IL-6, TNF-α, and leptin levels while decreasing lipocalin levels. IL-6 activates the JAK/STAT pathway, inducing HCC cell proliferation and 
tumor formation. TNF-α induced IL-6, regulating cancer cell differentiation, metastasis, and angiogenesis. TNF-α and IL-6 activate AP-1, NF-κ B, and STAT3 oncogenic 
transcription factors. Lipocalin activates AMPK signaling, inhibiting TNF-α expression, thereby increasing the risk of developing HCC. Leptin interacts with PI3K, MAPK, and 
JAK2/STAT signaling pathways, hastening HCC progression. (→, promote; , inhibit). 
Abbreviations: IGF-1, insulin-like growth factor-1; IGF1R, insulin-like growth factor-1 receptor; IRS-1, insulin receptor substrate-1; GHR, growth hormone receptor; GH, 
growth hormone; IL-6, interleukin-6; TNF-α, tumor necrosis factor-α; AP-1, activator protein-1; NF-κB, nuclear factor-κB; STAT, signal transducer and activator of 
transcription; HCC, hepatocellular carcinoma.
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immune activation, and genetic instability, promoting tumorigenesis.90 It was found that upregulation of leucine aminopepti-
dase 3 (LAP3),91 thyroid hormone receptor-associated protein 3 (Thrap3), tRNA-derived fragment 3001b (tRF-3001b), and 
autophagy-inhibiting protein Rubicon92 in MASLD inhibits autophagy. Thrap3 blocks AMPK activation, inhibiting autop-
hagy and mitochondrial function,93 while tRF-3001b inhibits autophagy primarily by acting on Prkaa1.94 Systemic deletion of 
Beclin-1, Atg5 and liver-specific deletion of Atg7 in mice result in spontaneous development of liver tumors in animal 
experiments.95 TGF-β-activated kinase 1 (TAK1) deficiency leads to chronic inflammation, fibrosis, and carcinogenesis in the 
liver by blocking the AMPK/mTORC1 pathway and autophagy.96 Notably, autophagy has a dual role in MASLD develop-
ment, playing a protective role against cancer cells and promoting tumor development in the late stages of HCC.97

Recent studies emphasize the significant impact of aging on the pathogenesis of MASLD-related HCC, primarily observed 
in middle-aged and elderly populations. Organ dysfunction due to cellular senescence significantly influences liver disease 
development with advancing age.98 Hepatocyte senescence is markedly accelerated during the transition from MASLD to 
HCC, particularly in HCC hepatocytes. Senescence-related markers, such as SA-β-Gal, p16, p21, and p53, are elevated in 
MASLD, and their levels continue to rise with disease progression, suggesting a close association between senescence and 
MASLD-HCC.99 Notably, senescent cells exhibit a senescence-associated secretory phenotype (SASP), characterized by the 
secretion of inflammatory cytokines and chemokines. SASP exacerbates cellular senescence through autocrine and paracrine 
mechanisms, affecting the hepatocellular microenvironment and causing tissue dysfunction.100,101 SASP contributes to 
extracellular matrix (ECM) regulation, hindering ECM remodeling. Exosomes, a significant component of the ECM, induce 
cellular senescence and contribute to tumor formation.102 IL-6, a SASP factor, induces acute-phase protein production, driving 
senescence and triggering inflammatory signaling, leading to sustained activation of related signaling pathways and ultimately 

Figure 3 Mechanisms of miRNAs in the development of MASLD-associated HCC. miRNA-21 plays a role in tumor metabolism and activation during the progression of 
MASLD to HCC through PI3K/AKT, TGF-β and STAT3 signaling. The miR-34a-CDK6 signaling axis promotes MASLD development in high-fat environments. Deletion of the 
miRNA-122a increases the incidence of spontaneous HCC. The abundance of miRNA-301a-3p, miRNA-34a-5p, and miRNA-375 correlates with the progression of MASLD 
to HCC. Liver-specific expression of miR-378 inhibits FAO and promotes hepatic steatosis. miR-21-5p regulates PPARα expression, which decreases the oxidation of fatty 
acids, promoting lipotoxic lipid accumulation, and induces cell cycle activation, proliferation, and tumorigenesis. (→, promote; , inhibit). 
Abbreviations: miRNAs, microRNAs; FAO, fatty acid oxidation; PPARα, peroxisome proliferator-activated receptor alpha; HCC, hepatocellular carcinoma.
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resulting in HCC.103,104 Additionally, nicotinamide adenine dinucleotide (NAD+), silencing information regulator proteins 
(sirtuins) family, and mechanistic target of rapamycin (mTOR) are crucial targets in the aging process and MASLD 
development into HCC. They are induced through mechanisms such as DNA damage, cell cycle regulation, gene expression 
modulation, and oncogenic signaling pathway activation.98 Figure 4 shows the pathogenesis of autophagy and senescence in 
the development of MASLD-associated HCC.

Finally, apoptosis-antagonizing transcription factor (AATF) levels are upregulated in MASLD, MASH, and MASLD- 
HCC. SREBP1, an activator of AATF, can be activated by hyperinsulinemia. AATF enhances the expression of MCP-1 
via STAT3, contributing to the promotion of HCC.105 The pathogenesis of MASLD-related HCC is highly intricate and 
has not been comprehensively explored. To summarize, the pathological process of MASLD-HCC involves insulin 
resistance, lipotoxicity, oxidative stress, immune system activation, gut microbiota disruption, autophagy dysregulation, 
mitochondrial dysfunction, and cellular senescence.

Inherited Metabolic Liver Disease
Inherited metabolic liver diseases primarily encompass hereditary hemochromatosis (HH), Alpha 1 antitrypsin (AAT) 
deficiency, and hereditary tyrosinemia type 1(HT1). These genetic disorders give rise to complications, including 
emphysema, chronic liver disease, and HCC. Here, we focus on the pathogenesis of inherited metabolic liver diseases- 
related HCC, but relevant studies still need to be completed.

Figure 4 Mechanisms of autophagy and senescence in the development of MASLD-associated HCC. The upregulation of LAP3, Thrap3, tRF-3001b, and the autophagy- 
inhibitory protein Rubicon in MASLD inhibits autophagy. The deletion of TAK1 leads to chronic inflammation, fibrosis, and carcinogenesis in the liver by blocking the AMPK/ 
mTORC1 pathway and autophagy. As MASLD advances, senescence-related markers (SA-β-Gal, p16, p21, and p53) persistently increase, contributing to the pathogenesis of 
MASLD-HCC. SASP worsens cellular senescence through autocrine and paracrine secretion, impedes ECM remodeling, and promotes tumor formation. AATF, over-
expressed in MASLD, MASH, and MASLD-HCC via STAT3, enhances MCP-1 expression, promoting HCC. 
Abbreviations: MASLD, metabolic dysfunction–associated steatotic liver disease; LAP3, leucine aminopeptidase 3; Thrap3, thyroid hormone receptor-associated protein 3; 
tRF-3001b, tRNA-derived fragment 3001b; TAK1, TGF-β-activated kinase 1; SASP, senescence-associated secretory phenotype; ECM, extracellular matrix; AATF, apoptosis- 
antagonizing transcription factor; HCC, hepatocellular carcinoma.
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Hereditary Hemochromatosis
HH is an inherited metabolic liver disease common in whites that manifests as increased intestinal iron absorption, 
resulting in progressive iron accumulation in organs like the liver, heart, and pancreas. This condition is accompanied by 
reduced secretion of the iron-regulating hormone ferromodulin.106,107 The most common genetic variant is linked to the 
HFE (high-frequency iron) gene on chromosome 6, primarily the C282Y mutation, identified as a molecular risk factor 
for HCC in its pure state.108–110 HH gives rise to complications including cirrhosis, HCC, congestive heart failure, 
diabetes mellitus, and arthropathy, with HCC being a long-term complication of HH that leads to increased mortality.106 

An earlier cohort study revealed a 20-fold higher risk of liver cancer development in individuals with hereditary 
hemochromatosis compared to the general population.108 There are fewer studies on the pathogenesis of HH progressing 
to HCC. Iron overload, recognized as a crucial factor. The liver as the main iron metabolizing organ, the large 
accumulation of iron in the liver leads to ROS production and lipid peroxidation, causing DNA damage and mutations 
in the oncogene p53.111,112 Another study linking iron overload with HCC-specific epigenetic defects reported increased 
and more extensive aberrant hypermethylation in HH patients compared to non-HH individuals, not associated with 
cirrhosis.113 Furthermore, hypermethylation of SOCS-1 in affected genes correlated with heightened activity of the JAK/ 
STAT pathway in tumor cells.114 Conversely, inactivation of pro-apoptotic genes, RASSF1A and GSP π1, may induce 
hepatocyte over-proliferation under iron-overload-induced genotoxic stress, increasing the likelihood of mutations 
leading to HCC.115,116 Capua et al117 observed that patients with HFE-HCC exhibited a more aggressive disease course 
and increased co-expression of cancer stem cell markers EpCAM (epithelial cell adhesion molecule) and EpCAM/ 
SALL4 (salt-like transcription factor 4). In conclusion, iron overload, a characteristic pathologic feature of HH, can be an 
independent carcinogenic factor in HCC.

Alpha 1 Antitrypsin Deficiency
AAT deficiency, one of the most prevalent inherited liver diseases, arises from mutations in the SERPINA1 gene, causing 
misfolding of the ATZ protein and subsequent polymerization within the endoplasmic reticulum of hepatocytes, initiating liver 
injury.6,118 The most common defective type is the Protease Inhibitor (Pi) type Z, and evidence suggests that individuals 
heterozygous for PiZ are at an elevated risk of developing chronic hepatitis, cirrhosis, and HCC in late childhood.119 Reports 
indicate that HCC occurs in 31–67% of cirrhotic AAT-deficient adults.120 The accumulation of ATZ in the endoplasmic 
reticulum induces mitochondrial dysfunction, and significant mitochondrial autophagy and damage were observed in the 
livers of AAT-deficient PiZ mice, accompanied by the presence of markedly activated caspase-3, potentially linked to HCC 
development.121,122 Beyond mitochondrial dysfunction and autophagy, the aggregation of ATZ activates endoplasmic 
reticulum stress signaling pathways, particularly NF-κB activation, ER caspases, and BAP31. NF-κB activation is particularly 
significant for liver injury, as ATZ accumulation can mediate hepatic inflammation via NF-κB, including neutrophil infiltration 
and NF-κB-targeted interleukin-8. NF-κB activation is closely associated with inflammation-induced carcinogenesis and may 
play a role in the pathogenesis of AAT deficiency-associated HCC.123 BAP31, involved in protein polymerization in the 
endoplasmic reticulum, may contribute to mitochondrial dysfunction and the activation of mitochondrial caspase.122 In 
addition, the aggregation of ATZ results in the absence of UPR signaling, potentially allowing the survival of abnormal cells 
and contributing to the pathogenesis of HCC.124 Finally, Perlmutter et al found that ATZ accumulation in PiZ mice leads to the 
proliferation of globule-devoid hepatocytes, heightening the likelihood of HCC development, as adenomas and subsequent 
carcinomas arise in glomerular livers.125

Hereditary Tyrosinemia Type 1
HT1 is a rare and severe autosomal recessive hereditary liver disease primarily resulting from the accumulation of toxic 
metabolites due to the deficiency of fumarylacetoacetate hydrolase (FAH), a key enzyme in tyrosine catabolism, and is strongly 
associated with an elevated risk of cancer (HCC). Angileri et al126 utilizing the fah−/− mouse model observed elevated expression 
of miRNA-98 and miRNA-200b in HT1 mice, and these miRNAs were demonstrated to be associated with the progression of 
HT1. An investigation targeting the AKT signaling pathway found that the accumulation of the HT1 metabolite fumaric acid 
ethyl ester (FAA) in fah−/− mice induced chronic stress in the liver, stabilizing the activation of the AKT survival signaling 
pathway and inhibiting intrinsic apoptosis, thereby facilitating the development of HCC.127 Moreover, Willenbring et al128 
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reported severe hepatocellular DNA damage and additional deletions of p21 in FAH-deficient mice, where the proliferation of 
hepatocytes with DNA damage leads to rapid cancer formation. The deletion of p21 expression is indicative of the transition from 
hepatocellular dysplasia to HCC.129 Lastly, heat shock proteins (HSPs) also play a pivotal role in the transition from HT1 to HCC. 
They are overexpressed in FAH-deficient mice, and in conjunction with BCL-2, HSPs promote resistance to apoptosis in 
tumorigenesis, thereby accelerating HCC.130

Discussion
In recent years, the widespread use of antiviral drugs has led to a gradual decrease in the prevalence of virus-associated 
HCC, while metabolic liver diseases have emerged as a major etiological factor contributing to the rising incidence of 
HCC.131 Given the swiftly rising incidence and substantial global mortality associated with metabolic liver disease- 
related HCC, concerted efforts are needed for prevention, delaying progression, and optimizing treatment strategies. 
Presently, research on the pathogenesis of metabolic liver disease-related HCC is inconclusive. Ultimately, attaining 
a comprehensive understanding of the pathogenesis of metabolic liver disease-associated HCC is essential for developing 
effective prevention strategies, early detection methods, and targeted therapies to mitigate the impact of this lethal cancer. 
Therefore, directing our attention to the pathogenesis of metabolic liver disease-related HCC is crucial for developing 
more effective clinical treatment strategies.
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