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Abstract

BACKGROUND

Glomus tumors are rare neoplasms, usually found on the fingers or toes. Glomus
tumours that occur in the lower leg are even rarer and is likely to be misdiagnosed
or underdiagnosed. This article will document the diagnosis, treatment, and
follow-up of a rare glomus tumor of the lower leg, which had been misdiagnosed
for up to 15 years.

CASE SUMMARY

The patient was a A 36-year-old woman who had suffered from localized pain in
her left lower leg for 15 years. After a complete physical examination, a glomus
tumor on her lower leg was considered and removed surgically. The specimen
was pathologically diagnosed as a glomus tumor. There was no relapse at a 4-year
follow-up.

CONCLUSION
Correct diagnosis and complete removal of the glomus tumor is important.

Key Words: Glomus tumor; Pain; Lower leg; Case report

©The Author(s) 2022. Published by Baishideng Publishing Group Inc. All rights reserved.

Core Tip: A 36-year-old woman who had suffered from localized pain in her left lower
leg had been misdiagnosed for up to 15 years. She was eventually diagnosed with
glomus tumor and underwent surgical treatment. The patient recovered well with no
recurrence observed at a 4-year follow-up.
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INTRODUCTION

Glomus tumor (GT), a rare neoplasm caused by degenerated smooth muscle cells in a neuro-arterial
adenoma, regulates body temperature through arteriovenous shunting of blood[1,2]. Most GTs are
benign, with few malignant cases reported[3,4]. The characteristic clinical manifestations of GT are
spontaneous lancinating pain, extreme pain with the slightest touch, and intolerance to temperature
changes|[5]. It usually presents as a well-defined, blue or red nodule, often located on the fingers or toes,
especially in the nail bed, and uncommon elsewhere[6]. Individual literatures have reported GTs
occurring in rare sites such as sinonasal location, but more evidences are needed to verify this[7]. We
reviewed the literature and found that GT was infrequently reported in the lower leg, thus, it is likely to
be misdiagnosed or underdiagnosed. In this article, we report the diagnosis, treatment and follow-up of
a rare case of GT of the lower leg, which was misdiagnosed for up to 15 years because of its small
number of favored sites and size. The tumor was removed surgically and the patient had complete
remission after surgery. This case can enhance our understanding of the rare location of GTs to decrease
misdiagnosis and missed diagnosis.

CASE PRESENTATION

Chief complaints
A 36-year-old Asian woman was admitted to our hospital on April 25, 2016 with localized pain in the
left anterior tibial region for 15 years.

History of present illness

The patient had visited several hospitals in the past 15 years but was diagnosed with venous
thrombosis, which did not improve with conservative treatment such as analgetics. Over the past three
years, the patient's pain had progressively worsened, and was exacerbated by touch, temperature
changes and mood swings. In addition, the patient often had a poor sleep at night because of the pain.

History of past illness
No special history of past illness.

Personal and family history
There was no personal history of GT or any other family medical history.

Physical examination

Physical examination revealed mildly localized swelling on the on left leg along with tenderness in a 50
mm % 30 mm area of skin on the anterior medial aspect of her left lower extremity, with no ulceration or
warmth.

Laboratory examinations
No obvious abnormality was found in laboratory examination.

FINAL DIAGNOSIS

After careful consideration of the patient's medical history and physical examination findings, including
spontaneous tingling, minimal tenderness and intolerance to temperature changes, we made a tentative
diagnosis of GT.

TREATMENT

After a thorough preoperative examination and confirming no surgical contraindications, the patient
underwent soft tissue lesion resection, biopsy and flap transposition on April 27, 2016 (Figure 1A). Intra-
operative examination showed an oval tumor with a light red colour, firm texture, intact envelope and
clear contours under the skin of her lower leg.

We completely removed the tumor and the surrounding normal soft tissue, which was approximately
10 mm in thickness and 50 mm % 30 mm in size, for pathological diagnosis (Figure 1B). Because of the
skin and soft-tissue defect, we designed a lateral gastrocnemius nutrition flap of the left lower limb to
cover it (Figure 1C).
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Figure 1 The imaging of case. A: Surgical field: The appearance of the medial left lower leg; B: The appearance of excised tissue in operation. Ellipsoid red soft
tissue be covered with adipose tissue, about 50 mm x 30 mm x10 mm in size; C: Designing and harvesting the lateral gastrocnemius nutrition flap of the left lower leg
to cover the tumor's resection site during the surgery; D: Pathologic examination shows a glomus tumor with chronic inflammatory cell infiltrates; E: The appearance
of the anteromedial incision of the left lower leg two weeks after the surgery. The incision suture had been removed. The flap survived well, and the incision recovered
well with no infection; F: The anteromedial appearance of the left lower leg four years after the surgery. The pain did not relapse.
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OUTCOME AND FOLLOW-UP

The pathological examination at our hospital showed a spindle cell tumor (Figure 1D). The results of
immunohistochemistry were as follows: Ki-67 (3%, partially up to 10%), Caldesmon(+), CK(-), P63(-), S-
100(-), SMA(part+), VIMENTIN(+), GFAP(-), CD31(-), CD34(-), HMB45(-). The examination results at
two other tertiary hospitals confirmed it to be a GT. Suturing was performed two weeks after surgery.
The wound healed well, and the survival of the skin flap was satisfactory (Figure 1E). There was no
abnormality in blood flow, sensation and movement of her left lower limb. At the one-month follow up,
the wound was well healed and patient was pain free. No recurrence of pain was observed during a 4-
year follow-up (Figure 1F).

DISCUSSION

GTs were firstly reported by Wood in 1812 as "painful subcutaneous tubercle"[8]. It was not until 1924
that Masson et al named it GT after pathological analysis[5]. GTs are most commonly encountered on
the fingers[9]. It has been reported to be very rare, accounting for 1% to 2% of all soft tissue tumors,
most of which are benign[3,4,10]. The characteristic clinical manifestations of GTs are subcutaneous blue
or red nodules, firm and smooth, usually no more than 10 mm in diameter. Pain is the most obvious
symptom of the disease, usually presenting as spontaneous tingling, extreme pain with the slightest
touch, and intolerance to temperature changes[5,11]. In addition to these obvious symptoms,
uncommon presentations such as tumor-induced osteomalacia were also reported, but more evidences
are needed to support this discovery[12]. The disease diagnosis depends on clinical tests such as the
Love test (point tenderness) and Hildreth's sign (decreased pain on exsanguination of the limb and
application of a tourniquet)[13]. In addition to qualitative diagnosis, characteristic pain can also be used
to localize the lesion. Magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) is occasionally helpful, and hyperenhanced
lesions on T2 weighted and short time inversion recovery sequence imaging may illustrate the vascular
appearance of GT. Other imaging examinations may include plain radiography, computed tomography
and colour Doppler ultrasonography. However, all of the above may be negative and exploration of the
painful location should be considered if a GT is suspected even if the MRI findings are negative[14].

In the present case, the tumor was located in the left anterior tibial region, which is relatively rare, so
it had been misdiagnosed as venous thrombosis or sciatica resulting in chronic pain for up to 15 years.
On the one hand, the initial symptom was pain, which would be easily confused with skin disease,
thrombotic diseases, etc., when the disease is located in the lower leg. On the other hand, the huge size
of this tumor is extremely rare in this disease. A study of 138 cases suggested that the median size of
superficial GT was 8 mm, with none exceeding 45 mm([1], while the size of the tumor in our case was up
to 50 mm in size.
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Once diagnosed, surgical resection is an effective method for the treatment of GT. It should still be
noted that recurrence may occur due to incomplete resection. We should therefore remove the tumor
completely during surgery via avoiding residuals and expanding the resection area when conditions
permit[15]. In previous case reports, a simple excisional approach has generally been used. In our case,
we used an innovative combination of extended tumor resection and flap transposition due to the large
volume of the tumor to avoid soft tissue defects while resecting the tumor completely. The patient
recovered well after the surgery with no recurrence observed during the 4 years of follow-up. The
patient was satisfied with the surgery and recovered well.

CONCLUSION

The patient with glomus tumor had visited many specialists and underwent numerous examinations
before receiving a correct diagnosis. Correct diagnosis and surgical treatment eventually healed her.
Remaining alert to rare diseases can be an effective way to avoid them.
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