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FROM THE PAGE …

The spleen is an accessory organ responsible for physiologic functions that include extramedullary hematopoiesis and 
immune activities.1,2 Because the spleen is highly cellular and vascular in nature, it can be predisposed to anatomic anom-
alies, including the development of proliferative mass effects. Splenic masses can remain physically undetectable and 
clinically inconsequential in some patients; however, in a subset of affected dogs, rupture of an occult splenic mass can 
manifest as a spontaneous and life-threatening hemoabdomen. 

The underlying pathology responsible for a ruptured splenic mass can be benign or malignant and significantly influences 
emergent treatment decisions by pet owners and long-term survival outcomes of affected dogs. Benign causes of splenic 
mass can include nodular lymphoid hyperplasia, focal extramedullary hematopoiesis, and hematomas. Malignant causes 
of splenic mass include hemangiosarcoma (HSA), other aggressive sarcomas (eg, histiocytic, undifferentiated), lymphoma, 
mast cell tumor, and metastatic solid tumors.3,4 

HSA is a malignant neoplasm that originates from either vascular endothelium or hemangioblast lineage. The spleen 
remains the most common anatomic site of primary HSA development and has been reported to be the most common 
cause of spontaneous hemoabdomen associated with splenic mass rupture.5-7 However, these studies have been retro-
spective and are prone to bias that can influence reported results.8 Although splenic HSA is commonly considered a pri-
mary differential in dogs presented with a splenic mass and hemoabdomen, this assumed diagnosis can negatively 
influence owner decisions to pursue potentially life-saving interventions. There is significant justification for improving pre-
surgical accuracy in the identification of dogs actually afflicted with HSA as the underlying pathology of hemoabdomen.9 In 
addition, prospective studies less prone to bias are needed to help form the foundational knowledge base used to guide 
owner decisions when the likely outcome of dogs with splenic mass and hemoabdomen is prognosticated.

This report* describes the findings derived from a prospective, observational study of 40 dogs with splenic mass rupture 
and spontaneous hemoabdomen presented for emergent care. Of these 40 dogs, 15 had benign masses and 25 had 
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*This study was funded by Ethos Discovery.
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d  FIGURE 2 Surgically resected spleen and associated mass effects 
involving both the head and tail of the spleen—histologically con-
firmed to be hemangiosarcoma  

d  FIGURE 1 Ultrasound image of a splenic mass with a mixed echogenic 
pattern consistent with blended heterogeneous tumor and fluid- 
filled (blood) cavities in the splenic parenchyma 

malignant masses. Twenty-four of the malignant splenic masses 
were confirmed to be HSA and, therefore, accounted for the 
majority (60%) of pathologies. Of 9 dogs with hepatic nodules 
identified via ultrasound, surgical biopsy or resection of the liver 
nodules confirmed metastatic HSA lesions in only 3 dogs (33%). 
Immediate surgical outcomes were favorable, with 95% of dogs 
surviving to discharge. Collectively, although 60% of splenic 
masses were HSA, this percentage trends lower than what has 
been reported in previous retrospective studies (63.3%-70.4%)5,6 
and may suggest a more favorable outcome in dogs with splenic 
tumor rupture that could guide owner’s decision-making during 
emergent situations.
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… TO YOUR PATIENTS 
Key pearls to put into practice:

1   Intraoperative and postoperative 
survival of dogs presented with splenic 
mass and associated hemoabdomen is 
high (≈95%) when appropriate and 
timely interventions are instituted.

2   Ultrasonographic identification of liver 
nodules in dogs presented for splenic 
mass and hemoabdomen should not 
be assumed to represent metastatic 
disease.

3   HSA should be considered the primary 
differential for splenic mass associated 
with hemoabdomen, but there is a 
significant percentage (≈40%) of dogs 
that may be cured if timely life-saving 
therapies (ie, surgical intervention with 
hemodynamic support) are instituted.
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