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Clinicopathologic features and risk factors for
hepatocellular carcinoma: Results from a single center in
southern Turkey
Hepatosellüler karsinomun klinikopatolojik özellikleri ve risk faktörleri:
Türkiye'nin güney bölümünde tek merkez sonuçları
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Background/aims: The aim of this study was to determine the
characteristics of hepatocellular carcinoma at a major health
center in southern Turkey. Computed tomography was compa-
red to the combination of ultrasonography and serum alpha-fe-
toprotein determination in the diagnosis of hepatocellular car-
cinoma. Methods: Of 226 patients with liver cirrhosis, 35 were
diagnosed with hepatocellular carcinoma on first admission or
during follow-up in the period between 1999 and 2002. The fe-
atures investigated were, age at time of hepatocellular carcino-
ma diagnosis, etiology of cirrhosis, severity of cirrhosis at pre-
sentation, tumor pattern, stage of hepatocellular carcinoma, se-
rum alpha-fetoprotein level, and dynamic computed tomog-
raphy findings. Results were compared to previous findings in
Turkey and elsewhere. Results: In the hepatocellular carcino-
ma patients, the male:female ratio was 4:1 and the mean age at
presentation was 61 years. Chronic hepatitis B virus infection
(65.7%) and chronic hepatitis C virus infection (28.6%) were the
most frequently identified risk factors for hepatocellular carci-
noma. Forty percent of the patients had Child-Pugh A cirrhosis
when they were diagnosed with hepatocellular carcinoma.
Sixty-seven percent of patients had fewer than three hepatocel-
lular carcinoma nodules in the liver at the time of diagnosis.
Only three of the hepatocellular carcinoma cases were Okuda
stage I. The combination of ultrasonography and serum alpha-
fetoprotein >20 ng/ml identified hepatocellular carcinoma in
32 of the 35 total cases. Conclusions: The results indicate that
hepatitis B virus infection in patients with cirrhosis is still the
leading risk factor for the development of hepatocellular carci-
noma. Also, early-stage hepatocellular carcinoma is rarely di-
agnosed in cirrhosis patients from this region of Turkey. Sur-
veillance with computed tomography for early diagnosis of
hepatocellular carcinoma seems not to be mandatory.
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Amaç: Bu çalışmanın amacı Güney Türkiye'de büyük bir
sağlık merkezindeki hepatosellüler karsinomu karekteristikleri-
ni belirlemekti. Hepatosellüler karsinom tanısında, ultrasonog-
rafi ve serum alfa-fetoprotein kombinasyonu ile bilgisayarlı
tomografinin etkinliği karşılaştırıldı. Yöntem: 1999-2002
yılları arasında karaciğer sirozu nedeniyle takip edilen 226
hastanın 35'ine ilk başvuru veya takipler sırasında hepatosel-
lüler karsinom tanısı kondu. Hepatosellüler karsinom tanısı
anındaki yaş, sirozun etyolojisi, sirozun şiddeti, tümör paterni,
hepatosellüler karsinom evresi, serum alfa-fetoprotein düzeyi ve
dinamik bilgisayarlı tomografi bulguları araştırıldı. Sonuçlar
Türkiye ve başka yerlerdeki önceki bulgularla karşılaştırıldı.
Bulgular: Hepatosellüler karsinom'h hastalarda erkek: kadın
oranı 4:1 ve tanı anındaki ortalama yaş 61 idi. Kronik hepatit
B virüs hepatosellüler karsinom infeksiyonu (%65.7) ve kronik
hepatit C virüs hepatosüller karsinoma infeksiyonu (%28.6),
hepatosellüler karsinom için en sık saptanan risk faktörüydü.
Hepatosellüler karsinom tanısı konduğu anda hastaların %40'ı
Child-Pugh A evresinde idi. Vakaların %67'sinde hepatosellü-
ler karsinom tanısı anında karaciğerde 3'den az hepatosellüler
karsinom nodulu vardı, hepatosellüler karsinom vakalarının
yalnızca 3 tanesi Okuda evre l idi. 35 hastanın 32'sinde
hepatosellüler karsinom tanısı serum AFP>200 nglml ve
ultrasonografi kombinasyonu ile konuldu. Sonuç: Bu sonuçlar
sirozlu hastalarda hepatosellüler karsinom infeksiyonun
hepatosellüler karsinom gelişiminde halen önde gelen risk
faktörü olduğunu göstermiştir. Türkiye'nin bu bölgesindeki
sirozlu hastalarda erken evrede hepatosellüler karsinom
nadiren saptanmıştır. Hepatosellüler karsinom'nın erken
tanısında bilgisayarlı tomografi ile takip zorunlu gibi
görünmemektedir.

Anahtar kelimeler: Hepatosellüler karsinom, alfa-fetoprotein,
bilgisayarlı tomografi, ultrasonografi, klinikopatolojik
görünüm, hepatit B virüsü, hepatit C virüsü

INTRODUCTION

Hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) is one of the
most common and important cancers in the world,
and is associated with poor prognosis. It is the
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seventh most frequent cause of cancer-related
death in men, and the ninth most frequent cause
in women. The incidence of HCC varies widely
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according to geographic location. Sub-Saharan
Africa and eastern Asia are two high-incidence
regions (1). More than 80% of HCC cases occur in
individuals with cirrhosis of the liver (2), and the

annual incidence of HCC in cirrhotic patients is
1-6% (3). These rates suggest that cirrhosis is the
main risk factor for this tumor; however, a num-

ber of other important risk factors for the develop-
ment of HCC have also been identified. They
include hepatitis B virus (HBV) carrier state, envi-
ronmental toxins, chronic hepatitis C virus (HCV)
infection, and hereditary hemochromatosis. HCC
also occurs in patients who have no known risk

factors (4).

Hepatitis B virus is endemic to Turkey. The
seropositivity rate for hepatitis B surface antigen

(HBsAg) in the general population is 6.8%, and
that for anti-HBs antibody is 29.7% (5). The

seropositivity rate for HCV in Turkey is reported-
ly between 0% and 1.7% (5). When Turkey's geo-

graphical proximity to European countries and
the similarity of HBV carrier rates to those in
neighboring countries are considered, the age-
adjusted incidence rate for HCC in our country is
in the intermediate range compared to other
nations (6, 7).

In this study, our aim was to determine the rate
and characteristics of HCC in cirrhotic patients at
one of the main health service centers serving
southern Turkey. We were interested to learn
whether the rate of HCC had changed from the
rate reported in a multicenter study from Turkey
that was conducted three years ago. We also
sought to compare the value of dynamic computed
tomography (CT) to that of ultrasonography (US)
plus serum alpha-fetoprotein (AFP) measurement
for diagnosing HCC.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

This study involved 226 patients with liver cirrho-
sis (144 men and 82 women; mean age 57.3±12.8
years) (Table 1) who had been in regular follow-up
at Başkent University Adana Teaching and
Medical Research Center between July 1999 and
May 2002.

Cirrhosis was diagnosed histologically in most
cases. In the remaining individuals, the diagnosis
was based on patterns of clinical and laboratory
findings associated with signs of portal hyperten-
sion on endoscopy and/or US, and/or the finding of
an irregular liver margin on US. All patients were

Table 1. Demographic, clinical, and laboratory charac-
teristics of the 226 cirrhosis patients who were studied

Characteristics
Age (yrs, mean±SD)
Sex [No.(%)]

Males
Females

Child-Pugh Class [No.(%)]
A

B

C

Etiology [No.(%)]
*HBV
+HCV
HCV + Alcohol
HBV + Alcohol
HBV+ HCV
Hemochromatosis
Alcohol
Unknown

57.3±12.8

144 (63.7)
82 (36.3)

83 (36.7)
54 (23.9)
89 (39.4)

80 (35.4)
83 (36.7)

1 (0.4)

1 (0.4)
2 (0.9)

1 (0.4)
12 (5.3)

46 (20.5)
*Hepatitis B virus
+ Hepatitis Cvirus

screened twice yearly for HCC with the combina-
tion of a US scan and serum AFP measurement.
Dynamic CT was performed as well at least once
during follow-up in each case.

A total of 35 cases of HCC were identified during
the three-year period. The diagnosis of HCC was
based on histological or cytological characteristics
in 14 patients (40%), and on positive imaging find-
ings (US, dynamic CT, and angiography with or
without lipiodol) and serum AFP levels in 21
patients (60%). The upper normal limit for serum
AFP in this study was 20 ng/ml. Diagnosis of HBV
infection was based on positive serology for HBsAg
using a microparticle enzyme immunoassay
(MEIA) (Abbott Laboratories, AXSYM, USA).
Diagnosis of HCV infection was based on positivi-
ty for anti-HCV antibodies, as determined by
third-generation enzyme immunoassay (Abbott
Laboratories). Serum AFP concentration was
measured by MEIA (Abbott Laboratories,
AXSYM, USA). "Heavy alcohol intake" was
defined as a daily minimum consumption of 160 g
alcohol for at least eight years.

The following parameters were retrospectively
analyzed based on data from medical records: sex,
age, etiology of cirrhosis, risk factors for HCC,
Child-Pugh classification of stage of cirrhosis (8),
Okuda stage of HCC (1), CT features, and serum
AFP level at the time of HCC diagnosis.
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Statistical Analysis

Data were analyzed using the Students t- and chi-
square tests, and are presented as mean±SD. A p
value of <0.05 was considered to indicate statisti-
cal significance.

RESULTS

The 35 patients with HCC included 28 men and
seven women of mean age 61±10 years (Table 2).
Regarding stage of cirrhosis, 14 (40%) cases were
Child-Pugh class A, 10 (28.6%) were class B, and
11 (31.4%) were class C (Figure 1).

Serum AFP levels were above 20 ng/ml in 26
(74.3%) of the patients. Eighteen patients (51.4%)
had AFP levels above 200 ng/ml, the level
considered diagnostic for HCC (Table 2). A patient
with chronic HBV infection had the highest serum
AFP level (357023 ng/ml). The frequency of AFP
>200 ng/ml was higher in the HBV-positive
patients than in the HCV-positive patients (13/23
[56.5%] vs 4/10 [40%], respectively), but this dif-
ference was not statistically significant.

The etiology of chronic liver disease was known in
all 35 HCC cases (Figure 2). Twenty-three (65.7%)
of these patients had HBV, 10 (28.6%) had HCV,
one (2.9%) had both HBV and HCV, and one
(2.9%) had a history of heavy alcohol intake.

Solitary and paucifocal (two or three nodules)
were the dominant tumor patterns, and the fre-
quencies of the different forms were solitary
42.9%, paucifocal 22.8%, multifocal 31.4%, and

Table 2. Demographic, clinical, and laboratory
characteristics of the 35 patients with hepatocellular
carcinoma

Characteristics
Age (yrs, mean±SD)
Sex [No.(%)]

Males
Females

Child-Pugh Class [No.(%)]
A
B

C
Alpha-fetoprotein [No.(%)]

<20 ng/ml
21-200 ng/ml
>200 ng/ml

61±10

28 (80)
7(20)

14 (40)
10 (28.6)
11 (31.4)

9 (25.7)
8 (22.9)
18 (51.4)

Figure 1. The distribution of Child-Pugh class in the
hepatocellular carcinoma patients in the series.

3% 3%

Figure 2. Distribution of the etiologies of hepatocellu-
lar carcinoma
HBV: hepatitis B virus; HCV: hepatitis C virus

Table 3. Macroscopic features and stage of cancer in
the 35 patients with hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC)

HCC type
Solitary
Paucifocal (two or three nodes)
Multifocal (>3 nodes)
Diffuse

Solitary HCC
<3 cm
3.1-5 cm
>5 cm

Okuda stage
I
II
III

[N
15

o.(%)]
(42.9)

8 (22.8)
11
1

6
3
6

3
20
12

(31.4)
(2.9)

(40)
(20)
(40)

(8.6)
(57.1)
(34.3)

diffuse 2.9% (Table 3). According to Okuda classi-
fication, more than half of the patients were stage
II (stage I 8.6%, stage II 57.1%, stage III 34.3%)
(Figure 3). All three of the Okuda stage I patients
had Child-Pugh A cirrhosis.
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Figüre 3. The distribution of Okuda stages of hepato-
cellular carcinoma.

The HCC group included significantly more males
(n=28; 80%) than females (n=7; 20%) (p<0.01).
However, when the patients were categorized
according to viral etiology and the sex distribu-
tions were compared, there were no significant dif-
ferences between the male:female ratios in the
HBV and HCV groups (19:4 vs 7:3, respectively;
p>0.05).

The median age at presentation with HCC in this
series was 61 years (range, 31-77 years). Most
HCC patients of both sexes were in the fifth and

30-39 40-49 50-59 60-69 70-79

Figure 4. The sex and age distributions for the patients
with hepatocellular carcinoma

the sixth decades of life (Figure 4). Patients with
HBV-associated HCC tended to present at a
younger age than those with HCV-associated HCC
(mean ages 59.7 and 63.4 years, respectively;
p>0.05).

Of the 35 cases in which typical HCC nodules were
shown by dynamic CT, US demonstrated HCC
nodules in 29 cases, and the combination of US

and serum AFP >20 ng/ml detected HCC in 32
cases (p<0.05).

DISCUSSION
Compared to rates of HBV and HCV infection in
other parts of the world, the incidence rates in
Turkey's southern Anatolia region are in the mid-
dle range (5). As noted above, the worldwide inci-
dence of HCC in patients with cirrhosis is 1-6%
per year (3). The annual incidence of HCC in the
226 cirrhotic patients in our study was 5.6%,
which is among the highest national rates global-
ly. There is considerable variation in the annual
rates of HCC development observed in populations
from different geographic regions that have
similar rates of chronic HBV or HCV infection.
This may be related to differences in diagnostic
approaches and levels of exposure to other car-
cinogenic or mutagenic environmental agents,
such as aflatoxin (9, 10).

In many respects, our findings were similar to
those of a previous multicenter study that was
conducted in Turkey in the mid-1990s (11). The
distribution of etiological factors, the noted sex dif-
ferences, and the mean ages of the HCC patients
were similar; however, we observed a significantly
higher rate of HCV-associated HCC than was
reported for the same region in the above-men-
tioned study (28.6% vs 10.3%). The higher rate of
HCV-associated HCC in southern Anatolia com-
pared to other parts of Turkey may be linked to
differences in treatment and diagnostic methods.
Also, the fact that patients with chronic HBV
infection respond better to interferon treatment
than those with chronic HCV infection may par-
tially explain the higher frequencies of advanced
liver disease and HCC in the latter group.

In our series, the majority of patients with HCC
were male. Although the differences in sex distri-
bution were insignificant when the cases were cat-
egorized according to viral etiology, males were
more predominant in the HCC patients with HBV
than in the HCC patients with HCV (male:female
sex ratios 4.7:1 vs 2.3:1, respectively). We also
noted a tendency for patients with HBV-associa
ted HCC to present at a younger age than those
with HCV-associated HCC, which is in line with
previous observations (12-14).

In order to detect HCC as early as possible, it has
become common practice to monitor cirrhotic
patients with serial US scans and serum AFP
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determinations. This type of combination screen-
ing can detect small asymptomatic HCC nodules,
but it is not known whether finding such lesions
actually extends life expectancy. Indeed, disease
surveillance can improve survival if effective
treatment for the target condition is available, and
if the diagnosis is made when the disease is still
treatable. In HCC, however, mortality remains
high for patients who have small tumors treated
with hepatic resection and percutaneous ethanol
injection (PEI). Of the various rates reported in
the literature, the best five-year survival rate in
this group is close to 50% (15, 16). Recently, much
better outcomes have been reported with ortho-
topic liver transplantation (17).

The ultimate objective of surveillance for lethal
diseases is to reduce mortality in the target popu-
lation. Many centers use the combination of US
and AFP monitoring as a sensitive and standard
approach for detecting HCC nodules during the
follow-up of cirrhotic patients (18, 19). CT of the
liver is frequently performed to evaluate abnor-
malities detected on US. Some centers use CT as
the primary screening modality for HCC in
patients with cirrhosis. The introduction of helical
CT technology has increased the sensitivity of CT
for detecting HCC, with estimates now as high as
90% (20). This technique involves rapid adminis-
tration of contrast material in combination with
extremely fast imaging. The arterial phase of
enhancement allows for detection of hypervascu-
lar HCCs as small as 3mm diameter. In line with
other reports, our results indicate that helical CT
is more sensitive than US for detecting HCC nod-
ules (21, 22); however, CT was not statistically
superior to the combination of US and serum AFP
in the diagnosis of HCC.

Despite the fact that 74.3% of our Turkish
patients with HCC had above-normal serum AFP
levels, only 51.4% had AFP levels above 200
ng/ml. In contrast, investigations of the Caucasian

population with HCC (19, 23-25) have revealed
considerably lower frequencies of AFP >200 ng/ml.
Our findings and those of some recent studies
indicate that surveillance with the US plus serum
AFP level combination may miss some HCC nod-
ules (19); however, it is not cost-effective to use
dynamic CT to follow every patient with liver cir-
rhosis. Surveillance with imaging or serum testing
is not recommended for individuals with advanced
cirrhosis (Child-Pugh class B or C) who are not
candidates for liver transplantation (26, 27). Thus,
diagnosing HCC in this patient group is of no ther-
apeutic value. On the other hand, early diagnosis
of HCC nodules in Child-Pugh class A patients is
important, as these individuals can benefit from
surgery and other types of treatment, such as
transarterial chemoembolization or PEI. In our
study, the number of HCC patients classed as
Child-Pugh A was greater than the number with
advanced cirrhosis, and all the patients with
Okuda stage I HCC had early-stage cirrhosis.
These large proportions validate the suggestion
that maximum effort should be made to diagnose
early-stage HCC in patients with early-stage cir-
rhosis. In this subgroup, dynamic CT can offer
considerable benefits, particularly in centers
where CT is more sensitive than the US plus
serum AFP combination for diagnosing HCC. CT
could offer earlier diagnosis and also assist with
planning optimal treatment in this patient group.

This retrospective study analyzed HCC-related
data from the years 1999-2002 that was collected
from one of the main health centers in southern
Anatolia. Some results were in line with a recent
1994-1997 analysis that involved multiple centers
in Turkey, and some results differed. Our results
revealed a different distribution of HCC etiologies,
in particular a higher rate of anti-HCV seroposi-
tivity, compared to this previous Turkish study.
We believe that these changes may reflect multi-
ple factors, such as response to specific treatments
and different methods aimed at earlier diagnosis.
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