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Fatal thoracic compression due to abdominal lipoma and gastric 
distension in a cat 
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ABSTRACT: Respiratory distress due to abdominal pathology presents a diagnostic challenge in small animal practice and 
may be fatal if not promptly recognized. This case study describes the pathological findings in a domestic cat with thoracic 
cavity narrowing secondary to severe gastric distension and an abdominal lipoma. Necropsy was performed on a cat with dysp-
nea, abdominal pain, gait incoordination, and influenza-like symptoms. Postmortem examination revealed multiple pathological 
lesions, including marked gastric distension due to gas accumulation, a solitary lipoma within the abdominal cavity, gastritis, 
enteritis, Ascaris spp. infection (ascariasis), pulmonary hemorrhage, and tracheal hyperemia. The concurrent presence of ab-
dominal lipoma and gastric distension likely exerts mechanical pressure on the diaphragm and thoracic cavity, restricting lung 
expansion and impairing gas exchange. This pressure-induced respiratory compromise is considered the primary factor for ani-
mal death. This report emphasizes the need for thorough clinical evaluation in cases with respiratory and abdominal signs, 
highlighting how abdominal masses can trigger life-threatening complications. 
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■ INTRODUCTION 

Lipoma is a benign neoplasm composed of mature adipose 
tissue and is enclosed by a thin fibrous capsule. These tumors 
are generally characterized by non-aggressive biological be-
havior, exhibiting neither invasive growth nor metastasis 
(Kolb et al. 2023). In small animals, lipomas are a common 
category of cutaneous and subcutaneous tumors, with re-
ported prevalence rates of approximately 9% in dogs and 5% 
in cats (Goldschmidt & Shofer 1992). 

Non-subcutaneous lipomas are rare and may arise in atyp-
ical locations, including the thoracic cavity, abdominal cav-
ity, intradural space, and pelvic cavity (Piummer et al. 1993). 
Lipomas within body cavities are concerning because of their 
insidious onset and asymptomatic period. Clinical signs 
emerge only after the tumor affects adjacent organs (Mayhew 
& Brockman 2002). These cases are often underdiagnosed or 
detected late, limiting therapeutic interventions and increas-
ing the risk of systemic complications. 

The management of lipoma cases requires surgical exci-
sion (Copeland-Halperin et al. 2015). Descriptions of non-
subcutaneous lipomas, especially in the thoracic cavity of 
cats, are rare in veterinary literature. The limited number of 
reported cases restricts our understanding of its pathogenesis 
and respiratory impact. This article describes a thoracic cav-
ity lipoma in a female cat, highlighting the diagnostic chal-
lenges and providing evidence for considering atypical li-
poma locations in feline respiratory distress. 

■ CASE 

Anamnesis and Signalment: A two-year-old female domes-
tic shorthair cat was submitted for postmortem examination 
after one year of preservation. The cat showed dyspnea and 
influenza-like signs with nasal discharge for two weeks be-
fore its death. Respiratory distress was accompanied by ab-
dominal sensitivity. One week before death, the influenza 
signs decreased without discharge. Postmortem Physical 
Examination:  Well-preserved hair coat. Blood flowed from 
the nostrils without any foul odor. No discharge was ob-
served in the oral cavity, vagina, or anus. The paws were pale 
without lesions, and teeth were not observed in the oral cav-
ity. Diagnosis: Dyspnea due to narrowing of the thoracic cav-
ity. Necropsy: Gastric distension due to gas accumulation, 
abdominal lipoma, gastritis, enteritis, Ascaris infection, pul-
monary hemorrhage, and tracheal hyperemia. 

■ RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Necropsy revealed fluid with blood in the respiratory tract, 
likely residual exudate from a prior influenza-like illness, 
with blood due to freezer trauma (Figure 1). Tracheal hyper-
emia was present, which Zachary and McGavin (2011) de-
fined as blood vessel dilation due to increased metabolic  
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Figure 1. Necropsy findings in a feline cadaver. (A) Tracheal hyper-

emia; (B) lung flotation test; (C) hemorrhage in pulmonary lobes; (D) 
abdominal lipoma with gastric distension; (E) excised lipoma; (F) As-
caridia spp. and hairballs in the stomach; (G) hemorrhagic gastric mu-
cosa lesions; (H) hemorrhagic duodenal lesions; (I) oral region of nem-

atode; (J) nematode body; (K) nematode tail end. 

activity. Examination revealed hemorrhage in all the lung 
lobes. The lungs floated during the testing, indicating pre-
served aeration. Pulmonary hemorrhage may result from 
storage trauma or hemothorax due to thoracic compression. 
The causes of hemothorax include trauma (Epstein 2014), co-
agulation disorders, and masses (Silverstein & Hopper 2014). 
Mechanical compression from the abdominal lipoma and 
gastric distension likely contributed to impaired thoracic 
compliance and vascular compromise. 

Examination revealed gastric distension due to gas accu-
mulation (Figure 1). Roundworms (Ascaris) were found in 
the stomach with parasitic activity, causing hemorrhagic le-
sions and gastritis. Underwood et al. (2015) noted parasitic 
infections disrupt nutrition and cause intestinal hemorrhag-
ing. Ascaris spp. were also present in the duodenum with 
hemorrhagic mucosal lesions, producing carboxypeptidase 
enzymes that degrade peptides (Figure 1). Homandberg and 
Peanasky (1976) reported that this enzyme contains leucine, 
methionine, and sulfide bonds. Parasites release nitric oxide 
(NO) (Skidgel 2004). NO and an abdominal lipoma com-
pressed the diaphragm, resulting in shortness of breath. 

A fat-like mass with a firm and elastic consistency adhered 
to the diaphragm, sternum, and costal bones, narrowing the 
thoracic cavity (Figure 1). The mass was suspected to be li-
poma. Lipomas are benign tumors of mature adipose tissue 
enclosed by a fibrous capsule (Charifa et al. 2022). They are 
soft, non-painful masses ranging from 1-10 cm, occurring in 
subcutaneous tissues and deeper structures (Kolb et al. 
2023). The pathogenesis of these tumors is unclear, although 
trauma may cause inflammation (Yildrim et al., 2012). The 
lipoma likely originated from the peritoneal fat attached to 
the costal bones. Surgical exploration revealed excessive 

adipose tissue growth. Caruso et al. (2008) noted that over-
weight cats have a higher risk of lipoma, leading to thoracic 
compression and respiratory failure. 

■ CONCLUSION 

Necropsy findings indicated that death was primarily due to 
severe gastric distension and an abdominal lipoma adherent 
to the diaphragm, sternum, and costal bones, causing thoracic 
compression and respiratory failure. Concurrent gastritis and 
enteritis due to Ascaris spp. infestation likely worsened gas-
trointestinal dysfunction, contributing to death. 
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