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Abstract

Pericardial mesothelioma is an extremely rare form of
cancer that develops in the lining of the heart, known as the
pericardium. This aggressive disease is primarily linked to
asbestos exposure and presents significant challenges in
diagnosis and treatment due to its rarity and nonspecific
symptoms. This guide aims to provide a thorough
understanding of pericardial mesothelioma, offering clear
and practical information for patients, caregivers, and the
general public. Topics include its causes, symptoms,
treatment options, and strategies for improving quality of
life while coping with this condition.
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Introduction

Pericardial mesothelioma is one of the rarest forms of
mesothelioma, accounting for less than 1% of all cases. It
develops in the thin tissue surrounding the heart and can
severely impact cardiac function. This disease is often
diagnosed late, as its symptoms mimic more common
heart-related conditions. Understanding pericardial
mesothelioma is essential for early recognition and
effective management, especially for individuals with a
history of asbestos exposure. This guide offers
comprehensive insights into every aspect of this rare
cancer, making it a valuable resource for those affected and
their loved ones (1-3).

What is Pericardial Mesothelioma?

Pericardial mesothelioma is a malignant cancer that
develops in the pericardium, the thin membrane that
surrounds and protects the heart. This cancer is caused by
the inhalation or ingestion of asbestos fibers, which can
travel through the body and become embedded in the
pericardium. Over time, these fibers cause inflammation,
genetic damage, and the development of cancerous cells.
Because of its proximity to the heart, pericardial
mesothelioma can have severe and life-threatening effects
on cardiovascular health. Due to its rarity and vague
symptoms, it is often diagnosed at an advanced stage,
making treatment more challenging.



Epidemiology of Pericardial
Mesothelioma

Pericardial mesothelioma is extremely rare, with fewer than
150 documented cases in medical literature. It represents a
very small fraction of all mesothelioma cases, the majority
of which affect the lungs or abdominal lining. Most patients
diagnosed with pericardial mesothelioma are men aged 50
to 70, likely due to occupational asbestos exposure in
industries such as construction, shipbuilding, and
manufacturing. The long latency period of 20 to 50 years
after asbestos exposure contributes to its late onset.
Although rare, this disease poses significant diagnostic and
therapeutic challenges, requiring specialized medical
attention.

Types of Pericardial Mesothelioma

Pericardial mesothelioma is classified based on the cell
type of the tumor. The most common type is epithelioid
mesothelioma, which typically has a better prognosis due
to its slower growth and higher responsiveness to
treatment. Sarcomatoid mesothelioma is more aggressive
and harder to treat, with rapid tumor progression and poorer
outcomes. Biphasic mesothelioma contains features of
both epithelioid and sarcomatoid cell types and has an
intermediate prognosis. These classifications are critical for
determining the most effective treatment strategies for
patients.

Risk Factors and Causes of Pericardial
Mesothelioma

The primary cause of pericardial mesothelioma is asbestos
exposure. When asbestos fibers are inhaled or ingested,
they can travel through the body and lodge in the
pericardium, causing chronic irritation and inflammation.
Over time, this leads to cellular damage and the



development of cancer. Genetic factors, such as mutations
in the BAP1 gene, may increase susceptibility to
mesothelioma, including the pericardial form. Secondary
exposure, where family members of asbestos workers
come into contact with fibers carried on clothing or
equipment, can also pose a risk. Smoking does not directly
cause mesothelioma but can worsen respiratory and
cardiovascular conditions in those exposed to asbhestos.

Symptoms of Pericardial Mesothelioma

Symptoms of pericardial mesothelioma often overlap with
those of other heart conditions, making diagnosis difficult.
Common symptoms include chest pain, shortness of
breath, heart palpitations, and fluid buildup around the
heart, known as pericardial effusion. Fatigue, unexplained
weight loss, and persistent coughing are also frequently
reported. As the disease progresses, patients may
experience more severe symptoms, including arrhythmias
and heart failure. The nonspecific nature of these
symptoms often leads to delays in diagnosis, emphasizing
the importance of medical evaluation for persistent or
unusual cardiac symptoms.

Pathophysiology of Pericardial
Mesothelioma

The development of pericardial mesothelioma begins with
the inhalation or ingestion of asbestos fibers, which travel
through the bloodstream or lymphatic system to reach the
pericardium. Once lodged in the pericardial tissue, these
fibers cause chronic inflammation and oxidative stress.
Over time, this leads to genetic mutations in key regulatory
genes such as TP53 and CDKN2A, disrupting normal cell
growth and repair mechanisms. These changes result in
uncontrolled cell division, tumor formation, and eventual
invasion of surrounding tissues, impairing heart function
and overall health.



Diagnosis of Pericardial Mesothelioma

Diagnosing pericardial mesothelioma is challenging due to
its rarity and nonspecific symptoms. The process typically
begins with imaging tests, such as echocardiograms, CT
scans, or MR, to detect abnormalities in the pericardium.
Pericardiocentesis, a procedure to remove and analyze fluid
from around the heart, may reveal cancer cells or other
markers of disease. A biopsy, where a small sample of
tissue is taken from the pericardium, is the definitive
method for diagnosing pericardial mesothelioma.
Immunohistochemical tests can help identify specific
proteins and cell types, confirming the diagnosis and
guiding treatment decisions.

Complications of Pericardial
Mesothelioma

Pericardial mesothelioma can lead to serious
complications, many of which are life-threatening.
Pericardial effusion, or fluid buildup around the heart, can
compress the heart and impair its ability to pump blood
effectively, leading to a condition called cardiac
tamponade. The spread of cancer to nearby tissues and
organs can exacerbate symptoms and further complicate
treatment. Arrhythmias, heart failure, and respiratory
distress are common in advanced stages of the disease. The
aggressive nature of pericardial mesothelioma and its
proximity to the heart make effective management
particularly challenging.

Treatment and Management of
Pericardial Mesothelioma

Treatment for pericardial mesothelioma often involves a
combination of approaches aimed at managing symptoms
and slowing disease progression. Surgery, such as
pericardiectomy, may be performed to remove affected



tissue or relieve pressure on the heart. Chemotherapy with
drugs like pemetrexed (Alimta) and cisplatin is commonly
used to target cancer cells and slow tumor growth.
Radiation therapy may help reduce symptoms or shrink
tumors, although its use near the heart is limited due to
potential  risks. Emerging  therapies, such as
immunotherapy with drugs like pembrolizumab (Keytruda),
offer new hope for some patients. Palliative care focuses on
improving quality of life through symptom management and
emotional support.

Prognosis of Pericardial Mesothelioma

The prognosis for pericardial mesothelioma is generally
poor, with most patients surviving less than a year after
diagnosis. The aggressive nature of the disease, combined
with its late-stage diagnosis, contributes to these
outcomes. However, factors such as early detection, cell
type, and overall health can influence survival rates.
Advances in treatment, particularly in immunotherapy and
targeted therapies, are providing some patients with
improved outcomes and extended survival.
Multidisciplinary care and supportive therapies remain
essential for optimizing quality of life.

Prevention of Pericardial Mesothelioma

Preventing pericardial mesothelioma involves minimizing
asbestos exposure, which is the primary cause of the
disease. This includes adhering to workplace safety
regulations, using protective equipment, and following
proper procedures for handling and disposing of asbestos-
containing materials. Public health efforts to ban asbestos
use and raise awareness about its dangers are critical in
reducing new cases. Regular medical checkups and
monitoring for individuals with a history of asbestos
exposure can aid in early detection of potential issues,
improving the chances of effective treatment.



Living with Pericardial Mesothelioma

Living with pericardial mesothelioma requires a
multidisciplinary approach to address physical, emotional,
and practical challenges. Symptom management, including
medications to control pain and fluid buildup, is essential
for maintaining comfort. Psychological support from
counselors, support groups, and loved ones can help
patients cope with the emotional toll of the disease.
Participation in clinical trials may provide access to
innovative treatments and contribute to advancements in
care. Building a strong support network and maintaining
open communication with healthcare providers are critical
for navigating life with pericardial mesothelioma.

Conclusion

Pericardial mesothelioma is a rare and challenging cancer
with significant impacts on patients and their families.
Understanding its causes, symptoms, and treatment
options is vital for early detection and effective
management. Advances in medical research are offering
new hope for those affected, but prevention remains the
best strategy. By presenting clear and practical information,
this guide aims to support individuals, families, and
communities affected by pericardial mesothelioma,
ensuring they have the knowledge needed to face this
disease with confidence.
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Notice to the User

This article is part of the 'Public Education Series' initiative
by Exon Publications. It was written by professional medical
writers for the general public in plain language, based on

peer-reviewed articles indexed in PubMed, and further
reviewed for scientific accuracy by experts. The views and
opinions expressed in this article are believed to be
accurate at the time of publication. However, the publisher,
editors, and authors cannot be held responsible or liable for
any errors, omissions, or consequences arising from the
use of the information provided. The publisher makes no
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solely for informational purposes and should not be
considered medical advice.


https://exonpublications.com/index.php/exon/public-education-series

