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Case Report
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Abstract: Background: Olfactory Neuroblastoma is a rare, locally aggressive malignant neoplasm arising from the olfactory
epithelium, which causes metastasis by lymphatic and haematogenous routes, with most common site being the cervical lymph
nodes. Materials and Methods: Clinical history was retrieved from discussion in the Head and Neck multidisciplinary team
meeting and medical records. Routine macroscopic and microscopic histological examination along with appropriate
immunohistochemistry was performed. In addition, we include the review of literature of olfactory neuroblastoma metastatic to
different sites. Results: A 75 year old female presented with a left submandibular mass which on biopsy was diagnosed as high
grade neuroendocrine carcinoma requiring further investigation for characterising it as primary or metastatic. The histological
diagnosis proved difficult and doubtful, till after five months when on follow up investigation a skull base lesion was identified,
this on biopsy was confirmed to be an olfactory neuroblastoma. Conclusion: It is important to think laterally and consider
metastatic tumours when evaluating neuroendocrine lesions in the submandibular region as this can be the first manifestation.
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1. Introduction
Olfactory
neuroblastoma
(also
known
as
esthesioneuroblastoma) is a rare neuroectodermal tumour,
arising in the upper portion of the nasal cavity from the
olfactory epithelium, first described by Berger in 1924 as
‘esthesioneuroepitheliome olfactif’ and accounts for
approximately 3% of all sinonasal tumours [1, 2]. Metastases
are usually synchronous or metachronous in patients with an
established diagnosis of olfactory neuroblastoma, with
cervical lymph nodes being the common site.

2. Case Report
A 75 year old female presented with a left sided
submandibular mass, with no previous history of malignancy
and no other lesions being evident on the routine body scans.

The biopsy from the mass showed a neuroendocrine neoplasm.
As primary neuroendocrine lesions of the salivary glands are
very rare, the case was reported with the suggestion to rule out
metastatic tumours, which are more common.
The head & neck, chest and abdomen scans were
unremarkable. The serum calcitonin and CEA levels were
within normal range. The multidisciplinary team decided to
excise the left submandibular gland with a limited neck
dissection.
The histology from the excision showed a salivary gland
replaced by a solid tumour with small round cells,
hyperchromatic nuclei, granular chromatin, inconspicuous
nucleoli, nuclear moulding, high nuclear / cytoplasmic ratios
and frequent mitosis [Figures 1, 2, 3, 4]. Extensive
lymphovascular invasion with positive level II and III lymph
nodes was evident. Tumour cells were strongly and diffusely
positive for neuroendocrine markers chromogranin,
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Synaptophysin and NF [Figures 5, 6] and showed focal
cytokeratin expression; they were negative for TTF1, CK7,
CK20, CEA, actin and calcitonin. The proliferation fraction
by MIB 1 was approximately 15-20% [Figure 7].
Five months after the excision, an Octreotide scan showed
uptake at anterior skull base, which on biopsy was confirmed
to be an olfactory neuroblastoma. Following which an anterior
composite resection was performed, demonstrating an
olfactory neuroblastoma, Hyams III/IV and Kadish C. The
tumour was protruding into the anterior cranial fossa without
brain involvement and was staged Dulguerov T3. Positive
surgical margin was noted focally.
On review, both the submandibular lesion and ethmoidal
lesion showed similar morphology and the submandibular
lesion was interpreted as metastatic olfactory neuroblastoma.
The patient had post-operative radiotherapy and is currently
on follow up.

Figure 3. Tumour showing lymphovascular invasion. (H&E 40X).

Figure 4. Organoid pattern showing small round cells with hyperchromatic
nuclei, granular chromatin, inconspicuous nucleoli, nuclear moulding and
high nuclear-to-cytoplasmic ratios. (H&E 100X).
Figure 1. Submandibular gland involved by a high grade neuroendocrine
tumour- metastatic olfactory neuroblastoma; no lymphoid tissue seen
(excision specimen). (H&E 40X).

Figure 5. Tumour shows NF positivity. (NF 100X).
Figure 2. Core biopsy of the lesion showing similar pattern. (H&E 40X).
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Figure 6. Synaptophysin showing tumour positivity. (Synaptophysin 100X).

Figure 7. MIB1 showing proliferation fraction of up to 20% (MIB1 100X).

3. Discussion
Olfactory neuroblastoma (ON) arises in the upper portion of
the nasal cavity, with rare cases reported in lower nasal cavity
and maxillary sinuses. Also there are cases of intracranial and
intrasellar ON reported without an apparent intranasal
component [3, 4]. The tumour was initially reported to be
bimodal in age distribution, recent data however show an even
distribution with a peak in fifth and sixth decades of life; ON
has been reported in ages ranging from 2 to 90 years [2]. There
are no well documented etiological agents or association with
occupational exposure reported in literature.
A slight male predominance has been noted and the most
common symptoms reported were unilateral nasal obstruction
and epistaxis; with less common symptoms being anosmia,
headache, proptosis, visual field defects and epiphora [2]. The
challenges in characterization of ON are that they have a
variable biological activity, ranging from relatively indolent to
both locally aggressive and metastatic.
Metastasis usually involves cervical lymph nodes and the
incidence reported ranges from 10-44% in literature [5]. The
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retropharyngeal lymph node metastasis needs to be assessed
radiologically, given the clinical difficulty and the fact that they
are not always included in neck dissections [6]. Nalavenkata et
al in their study showed that histological grade was higher in
patients with primary neck disease versus delayed neck disease
and that ipsilateral nodal disease most commonly involved level
II followed by level III and level IV. Positive surgical margin
was associated with higher risk of delayed neck disease as
compared to clear surgical margins [7, 8].
The sites of distant metastasis reported in various large
scale and single case reports are brain, spinal cord, meninges,
bone, bone marrow, lung, liver, dermal, breast, heart, parotid
and thyroid gland [9-21] and Table 1. Buohliqa et al [18] have
reported three unusual recurrences, distinctly distant from the
primary site, raising the questions of what constitutes real
recurrence versus embolic metastasis especially around the
paranasal sinuses.
Histologically, ON are submucosal proliferation composed
of cells arranged in lobules and nest showing increased
nuclear/cytoplasmic ratios with characteristic salt and pepper
nuclei. Nucleoli are inconspicuous. Neurofibrillary
background is present particularly in low grade lesions.
The histological grading system was proposed by Hyams in
1988 on the basis of Armed Forces Institute of Pathology
experience [22]. The grading from I to IV was based on a
combination of lobularity, nuclear uniformity, mitotic figures,
necrosis and presence of neurofibrillary background. Kadish
proposed the staging system in 1976 as follows: A -limited to
nasal cavity, B - involving the nasal and paranasal cavities and
C - tumour extending beyond nasal and paranasal cavities [23].
Dulguerov et al proposed a TNM staging system, including
the tumour characteristics, cervical neck nodal staging and
distant metastasis [24].
Olfactory neuroblastoma presenting as primary
submandibular mass can be a real diagnostic and therapeutic
challenge as demonstrated by our case. Primary
neuroendocrine tumours (NET) of salivary glands are
exceedingly rare and represent a diverse group of
neuroendocrine neoplasm ranging from well-differentiated to
high grade neoplasm [25-27]. Meacham et al in their study on
primary head and neck neuroendocrine carcinomas noted that
these tumours are more prevalent in parotid, paranasal sinuses
and supraglottic tumours [27]. A histological diagnosis of
NET should be rendered only after complete clinical and
radiological work-up to rule out metastatic origin which are
more common especially lung and cutaneous metastasis.
Gnepp et al have described small cell carcinoma of salivary
gland origin to be subdivided into small cell ductal carcinoma
and small cell neuroendocrine carcinoma as they appear to
arise from the ductal cells of the intercalated duct: one which
contains cells that differentiate towards squamous/ductal cells,
and other which contain neuroendocrine-like granules [25].
These tumours have better prognosis as compared to other
neuroendocrine neoplasm.
Histologically, the list of differential diagnosis must include
metastatic small cell carcinoma, Merkel cell carcinoma,
rhabdomyosarcoma, metastatic medullary carcinoma of
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thyroid, small cell melanoma and lymphoma. Microscopically,
it is challenging to distinguish small cell neoplasm; however
some helpful clues like presence of rhabdomyoblast in
rhabdomyosarcoma, amyloid in medullary carcinoma of
thyroid, melanin pigment and prominent nucleoli in
melanoma, while diffuse infiltrate of dischoesive cells with
large nuclei and clumped chromatin is helpful in identifying
lymphoid neoplasm. The absence of immunoreactivity with
TTFI, CK20, calcitonin, muscle, melanoma and lymphoma

markers, together with the clinical and radiological correlation
was required in excluding the other neuroendocrine tumours
from lung, cutaneous, thyroid, soft tissue and lymphoid origin.
Salivary gland mass as sites of small cell carcinoma
metastasis has been reported by Salama et al which
demonstrated primary lung small cell carcinoma in three cases
and breast carcinoma in one case [28]. Gulati et al showed a
case of bronchial carcinoid metastatic to submandibular
salivary gland [29].

Table 1. ON distant metastasis excluding cervical lymph node metastasis reported in literature (*More than one site involved).
Study
Chatterjee et al 19969
Shetty et al 200010
Mrad et al 200511
Bachar et al 200812
Mattavelli et al 200913
Chew et al 201114

No. of cases
1
1
1
3/39
1
1

Tural et al 201115
Larbcharoensub et al 2014
Ilson et al 201517
Buohliqa et al 201518
Banuchi et al 201619
Hussaini et al 201620
Rahman M et al 201721
Current study 2019

11/18
16

1
1
3/3
13/57
1
1
1

Site of metastasis
Right ventricular wall
Breast
Breast
Bone, lung, retroperitoneum
Trachea
Subcutaneous tissue
Spinal cord + meningeal (2), brain (6), bone marrow* (3), bone
(1), lung (1)
Breast
Neck and left lung nodule
Maxillary sinus (2), sphenoid sinus (1)
CNS (6), bone (3), leptomeningeal (4), dermal (1)
Parotid gland
Thyroid gland
Submandibular gland

Time to distant metastasis
13 years later
During radiotherapy
2 years
Up to 39 months later
18 months
4 years later
5.2-66.5 months
7 months
2 years
51 months -7 years
9-134 months
30 and 40 months
7 years
5 months prior to primary diagnosis
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4. Conclusion
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Neuroendocrine tumours, especially presenting as metastatic
tumours, are difficult to localise by histology alone and varied
series of test would be required before the final tumour
localisation. Our case suggests that ON needs to be included in
the list of differential diagnosis when dealing with unusual
tumours of salivary glands with endocrine morphology.

Mariani L, Schaller B, Weis J, Ozdoba C, Seiler RW.
Esthesioneuroblastoma of the pituitary gland: a
clinicopathological entity? Case report and review of the
literature. J Neurosurg 2004; 101: 1049-52.

[5]

Rinaldo R, Ferlito A, Shaha AR, Wei WI, Lund VJ.
Esthesioneuroblastoma and cervical lymph node metastases:
clinical and therapeutic implications. Acta Otolaryngol 2002;
122: 215-21.

[6]

Howell MC, Branstetter IV BF, Snyderman CH. Patterns of
regional spread for esthesioneuroblastoma. Am J Neuroradiol
2011; 32: 929-33.

[7]

This research received no specific grant from any funding
agency in the public, commercial, or not-for-profit sectors and
there are no other personal contribution to acknowledge.

Nalavenkata SB, Sacks R, Adappa ND, Palmer JN, Purkey MT,
Feldman MD, Schlosser RJ, Synderman CH, Wang EW,
Woodworth BA, Smee R, Havas TE, Gallagher R, Harvey RJ.
Olfactory neuroblastoma: Fate of the neck - A long term
multicenter retrospective study. Otolaryngol Head Neck
Surgery 2016, Vol. 154 (2): 383-9.

[8]

Konig M, Osnes T, Jebsen P, Evensen JF, Meling TR. Olfactory
neuroblastoma: a single-centre experience. Neurosur Rev 2018;
41 (1): 323-331.

References

[9]

Chatterjee T, Muller, MF, Meier B. Cardiac metastasis of an
esthesioneuroblastoma. Heart 1997; 77: 82-83.

Conflicts of Interest
The Author’s declare that there is no conflict of interest.

Acknowledgements

[1]
[2]

[3]

Berger L, Luc H, Richard D. L’esthesioneuroepitheliome
olfactif. Bull Assoc Fr Etude Cancer 1924; 13: 410-21.
El-Naggar AK, Chan JKC, Grandis JR, Takata T, Slootweg PJ.
WHO Classification of Head and Neck Tumours. Lyon: IARC
2017.
Hamilton AE, Rubinstein LJ, Poole GJ. Primary intracranial
esthesioneuroblastoma,
(olfactory
neuroblastoma).
J

[10] Shetty SC, Gupta S, Chary G, Shariff S, Acharaya V, Belliappa
MS. Olfactory neuroblastoma metastatic to the breast.
Rhinology 2000; 38 (3): 144-6.
[11] Mrad K, Mansouri D, Driss M, Sassi S, Abbes I, Ben Ayed F,
Romdhane KB. Esthesioneuroblastoma metastatic to the breast
in a young woman. Acta Cytol. 2005; 49 (4): 427-30.

American Journal of Laboratory Medicine 2019; 4(2): 35-39

[12] Bachar G, Goldstein DP, Shah M, Tandon A, Ringash J, Pond G,
Gullane PJ, Perez-Ordonez B, Gilbert RW, Brown DH, Gentilli
F, O’Sullivan B, Irish JC. Esthesioneuroblastoma: The Princess
Margaret Hospital experience. Head Neck 2008; 30 (12):
1607-1614.
[13] Mattavelli F, Pizzi N, Pennacchioli E, Radaelli S, Calarco G,
Quattrone P, Patelli L, Spinelli P. Esthesioneuroblastoma
metastatic to the trachea. Acta Otorhinolaryngologica Italica
2009; 29: 164-168.
[14] Chew YK, Cheong JP, Brito-Mutunayagam S, Khir A,
Prepageran N, Mun KS. Subcutaneous metastasis of olfactory
neuroblastoma – an uncommon presentation. Med J Malaysia
2011; Vol 66 no 1.
[15] Tural D, Yildiz O, Selcukbiricik F, Ozturk MA, Keles Y, Oz B,
Uzel O, Demir G, Mandel NM. Olfactory Neuroblastoma: An
experience of 24 years. ISRN Oncology volume 2011, article
ID 451086, 7 pages.
[16] Larbcharoensub N, Kanoksil W, Cheewaruangroj W,
Wiratkapun C, Sitathanee C, Sirachainan E. Oncology letters
2014; 8: 1505-1508.
[17] Ilson, S., Schorwer, M., Frelinghuysen, M., Platin, E., Delgado,
C., & Mucientes, F. Esthesioneuroblastoma metastatic to the
neck and lung: a case report and review of the literature. Memo
- Magazine of European Medical Oncology. 2015; 8 (2),
152-155.
[18] Buohliqa L, Upadhyay S, Nicolai P, Cavalieri R, Dolci RLL,
Prevedello D, Carrau RL. Possible esthesioneuroblastoma
metastasis to paranasal sinuses: Clinical report and literature
review. Head & Neck 2016; E32-E36.
[19] Banuchi V, Dooley L, Lee NY, Pfister DG, McBride S, Riaz N,
Bilsky MH, Ganly, Shah JP, Kraus DH, Morris LG. Patterns of
regional and distant metastasis in esthesioneuroblastoma.
Laryngoscope. 2016; 126 (7): 1556-61.

39

[20] Hussaini AS, Dombrowski JJ, Bolesta ES, Walker RJ, Varvares
MA. Esthesioneuroblastoma with bilateral metastases to the
parotid glands. Head Neck 2016 Jul; 38 (7): E2457-E2460.
[21] Rahman M, Okada AR, Guan K, Tauchi-Nishi P. Metastatic
neoplasms to the thyroid diagnosed by fine-needle
aspiration/core biopsy: Clinicopathologic and cytomorphologic
correlation. Cytojournal 2017; 14: 16.
[22] Hyams, VJ. Tumors of the upper respiratory tract and ear. In:
Hyams, VJ, Batsakis, JG, Michaels, L, editors. Atlas of tumor
pathology. Second series, fascicle 25. Washington (DC):
Armed Forces Institute of Pathology; 1988. p. 240—8
[23] Kadish S, Goodman M, Wang CC. Olfactory neuroblastoma. A
clinical analysis of 17 cases. Cancer 1976; 37 (3): 1571–6.
[24] Dulguerov P, Calcaterra T. Esthesioneuroblastoma: the UCLA
experience 1970-1990. Laryngoscope 1992; 102: 843-849.
[25] Gnepp DR, Corio RL, Brannon RB. Small cell carcinoma of the
major salivary glands. Cancer 1986; 58 (3): 705-14.
[26] Said-Ai-Naief N, Sciandra K, Gnepp DR. Moderately
differentiated neuroendocrine carcinoma (atypical carcinoid) of
the parotid gland: report of three cases with contemporary
review of salivary neuroendocrine carcinomas. Head and Neck
Pathology 2013: 7 (3): 295-303.
[27] Meacham R, Matrka L, Ozer E, Ozer HG, Wakely P, Shah M.
Neuroendocrine carcinoma of the head and neck: a 20-year
case series. Ear Nose Throat J. 2012; 91 (3): E20-4.
[28] Salama AR, Jham BC, Papadimitriou JC, Scheper MA.
Metastatic neuroendocrine carcinomas to the head and neck:
report of four cases and review of the literature. Oral Surg Oral
Med Oral Pathol Oral Radiol Endod 2009; 108 (2): 242-7.
[29] Gulati A, Ramchandani PL, King EV. Carcinoid tumour
metastasis to the submandibular gland: a case report. Ann R
Coll Surg Engl. 2011; 93 (6): 67-8.

