
What are cardiac masses or tumours? 
The heart is a complex organ composed of multiple cardiac chambers. 
Briefly, the upper portion of the heart is composed of receiving chambers 
(left and right atrium) and the bottom portion is composed of muscular 
pumping chambers (right and left ventricles). In regard to vessels, there are 
two great vessels leaving the heart, the aorta and the pulmonary artery. The 
region where the vessels lay in close proximity with the heart is named the 
heart base.  

Multiple tumours (cancer) can affect the heart. Some infiltrate the heart 
itself whereas others will grow on the walls or vessels. The most common 
tumours in dogs are heart base tumors and hemangiosarcoma. 

Heart base mass 

Heart base tumours are composed of tumours found in the region of the 
base of the heart. The most common heart base tumours in dogs are 
chemodectoma, ectopic thyroid carcinoma and lymphoma. Among them, 
chemodectomas (also referred to as aortic body tumours) are the most 
frequent. These tumours arise from a collection of tissue in the aorta that 
form chemoreceptors and usually affect dogs of brachycephalic breeds 
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such as the Boxer, Boston terrier, and English bulldog. These tumours are usually slow-growing 
and locally invasive, meaning that they cause most of their ill effects by compression/invasion of 
the surrounding normal tissue. They do not tend to metastasize (to move to other locations in the 
body) very readily. 

Hemangiosarcoma  

Hemangiosarcoma is an aggressive and malignant tumour that arises from blood vessel cells. 
Hemangiosarcoma can be found anywhere in body, but most frequently will develop on a 
vascularized organ such as the spleen, the liver and heart. On the heart,  it will usually be found 
in the region of the right receiving chamber (right atrium and right auricle) and will commonly 
affect Golden Retrievers and German Shepards. This tumour is usually fast-growing and invasive, 
meaning that it can spread to surrounding normal tissue rapidly. Unfortunately, when found on 
the heart, it usually indicates that the cancer has spread elsewhere in the body. 

General  

Heart masses cause problems in a number of ways. First, these masses can cause accumulation 
of fluid (sometimes blood) around the heart, termed pericardial effusion. As fluid accumulates, it 
can compress the right side of the heart and impair the pumping function of the heart. This can 
lead to a serious complication called cardiac tamponade and can cause acute collapse and even 
death. Second, these masses can compress the great arteries, which can result in obstruction to 
blood flow, obstruct heart chambers close to the location of the tumour and lead to right-sided 
congestive heart failure. Right-sided heart failure usually first manifests itself as a build-up of 
fluid in the abdomen (ascites). The impact of heart masses on your pet’s life expectancy varies 
greatly depending on the type of tumour present. The more agressive a tumour the shorter the 
life expectancy may be. Heart base masses will usually carry a good prognosis since they are 
slow growing and less invasive tumours. Hemangiosarcoma, on the other hand, carries a poor 
prognosis that range from days to months.  

How are cardiac tumours diagnosed? 
An echocardiogram (ultrasound of the heart) is used to diagnose heart mass as it usually allows 
the visualization of the mass and how it impacts the heart. Other diagnostic tests performed 
during the visit:  ________________________________________________________________________ . 
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Affected animals can be:  
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TREATMENT OPTIONS  

Unfortunately, there are few treatment options for heart tumours. 
Surgical resection of these tumours can be extremely difficult, as it is 
impossible to remove all tumour cells present.  Chemotherapy and 
radiotherapy have been performed for some of these tumours. 
Unfortunately, some tumours tend to poorly respond to such 
treatment. A consultation with an oncologist is usually helpful to 
determine the best course of action. 

A palliative treatment option is to perform pericardiocentesis (removal of the fluid around the 
heart with a needle). For some tumours, a pericardectomy (removal of the sac surrounding the 
heart) may also be recommended. It is important to understand that these procedures prevent 
the development of cardiac tamponade, but do not remove or cure the tumour. 

ASYMPTOMATIC 
Not experiencing any 

symptoms

SYMPTOMATIC 
Signs  of lethargy or 

signs associated to the 
type of cancer

HEART FAILURE 
Signs of fluid build-up 

in the abdomen  

CARDIAC TAMPONADE 
Fluid around the heart 
compressing the heart 

 © Les Services e-Vet Mobiles inc 2018


