Pleuroparenchymal fibroelastosis: A review of Histopathologic Features and the Relationship between Histology and Survival
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Abstract
Pleuroparenchymal fibroelastosis (PPFE) is now a defined clinicopathological entity in the updated 2013 ATS/ERS classification of idiopathic interstitial pneumonias (IIPs), which has led to a significant increase in cases presenting at our institution. We have therefore reviewed 43 PPFE cases, (58 biopsies in total) to assess whether any clinical or histopathologic features (IAFE) provided prognostic information. A semiquantatitive grading system was used to assess extent of fibroblastic foci, intra-alveolar fibroelastosis (IAFE), visceral pleural fibrosis, chronic inflammation in areas of fibrosis, vascular fibrointimal thickening, and presence of granulomas. Other patterns of interstitial lung disease were also noted, if present. All biopsies showed IAFE, fibroblastic foci at the leading edge of fibrosis and chronic inflammation within areas of fibrosis, 73% showed pleural fibrosis, 91% showed vascular fibro-intimal thickening of vessels and 35% showed granulomas. Ten cases showed a coexistent interstitial pneumonia (5 usual interstitial pneumonia, 5 hypersensitivity pneumonitis). There was no significant correlation with mortality and severity of histologic parameters, other than a significant decrease in mortality in PPFE with coexistent granulomas, after adjusting for age and gender (hazard ratio: 0.27, P = 0.049). Male gender was also associated with an increased risk of mortality, after adjusting for age (hazard ratio: 4.8; P = 0.045). PPFE is more common than previously thought, not infrequently showing coexistent pathology, specifically UIP/IPF and granulomatous lung disease, our data suggesting the latter may have prognostic significance.


Introduction
Initially described in Japan by Amitani at al.,1 pleuroparenchymal fibroelastosis (PPFE) has now been defined as a specific clinicopathological entity in the updated 2013 ATS/ERS classification of idiopathic interstitial pneumonias.2 PPFE has characteristic imaging and histological features,2-4 with a predilection for the upper lobes and, on microscopy,  a predominantly subpleural intra-alveolar fibrosis and elastosis (IAFE), and visceral pleural fibrosis. Patients diagnosed with PPFE may also show concurrent histological patterns of disease in other lung lobes, including usual interstitial pneumonia (UIP) and hypersensitivity pneumonitis (HP).3, 4 PPFE is a disease which carries a poor prognosis, and may require lung transplantation in severe cases.
Although sub-grouped as a “rare” type of interstitial pneumonia, its acceptance as a specific disease has led to a considerable increase in cases presenting at our institution in recent years. As such, we have noticed that the histopathologic changes of PPFE can vary in severity between different patients. There have been no studies correlating histopathologic features with clinical survival. 
Therefore, the aims of this study were to review a cohort of PPFE cases diagnosed at our institution and to assess key diagnostic histological criteria (IAFE and visceral pleural fibrosis), as well the incidence of coexistent individual histological patterns and other histological features. Additionally, we aimed to assess if there was a relationship between histopathologic parameters and survival. 



Materials and Methods
The diagnostic pathology archives of the Royal Brompton and Harefield NHS Foundation Trust were searched for cases in which the terms “PPFE” or “pleuroparenchymal fibroelastosis” were present. The time range for the search was January 2004 - March 2017. A total of 56 cases were identified, of which 13 cases were excluded from the study as there were no slides available for review. The slides were retrieved for the remaining 43 cases and confirmed as PPFE by three pathologists (AGN, MAM and RK). All cases had Haematoxylin and Eosin (H & E) stained slides as well as Elastic van Gieson stained slides (EVG) for review. 
The histopathologic features were then assessed without knowledge of the clinical or radiological status. A semi-quantitative scoring was undertaken to evaluate the amount of fibroblastic foci at the leading edge between the fibrosis and the adjacent lung (scored semiquantitavely as 0-6, as undertaken in a previous study of UIP,5 with 0 representing absence of fibroblastic foci and 6 representing the highest number of fibroblastic foci). Further histological parameters assessed were: IAFE (graded as 0 = absent, 1 = mild, 2 = moderate or 3 = severe); visceral pleural fibrosis (graded as 0 = absent, 1 = mild, 2 = moderate or 3 = severe); inflammation in areas of fibrosis (graded as 0 = absent, 1 = mild if occasional inflammatory aggregates in areas of fibrosis were seen; 3 = severe if aggregates and diffuse inflammation was noted; 2 = moderate if between both), vascular fibro-intimal thickening in arteries (graded as 0 = absent, 1 = mild, 2 = moderate or 3 = severe on EVG stains) vascular fibro-intimal thickening in veins (graded as 0 = absent, 1 = mild, 2 = moderate or 3 = severe on EVG stains) and granulomas (absent or present). From the cohort of 43 patients, 13 patients had surgical lung biopsies from more than one lobe showing PPFE, of which 11 had biopsies from two sites, and 2 had biopsies from three sites). When more than one biopsy was assessed (one biopsy site (n= 32), two (n=9) three (n=3)), histological parameters were graded separately for each site, giving a total number of 58 biopsied sites from 43 patients. Different histological patterns or additional histological features in additional biopsy sites were noted.   not always clear when later in the manuscript you mention UIP whether you are only considering histology or you are considering the entity UIP/IPF. Similarly when mentioning HP it is not lcear whether some of these had a UIP pattern or not. At one point in the discuission you do mentin UIP/IPF, but it needs to be consistent thoughout
The survival time from biopsy was calculated in months (either survival time from biopsy to 1 March 2017 if the patient was alive, or time from biopsy to date of death if the patient was deceased). In addition, from the medical records the following data was recorded for each patient if available: age in years, gender, family history of lung fibrosis, ethnicity, smoking status and comorbidities.  
Statistical analysis of the data was undertaken using STATA software (STATA data analysis software; Computing Resource Center, Santa Monica, CA). The prognostic value of histological and clinical variables in predicting mortality was examined using Cox proportional hazards regression. Multivariate analysis was performed to determine if survival was affected by the following variables after adjusting for age (at time of biopsy) and gender: extent of fibroblastic foci, IAFE, visceral pleural fibrosis, vascular fibrointimal thickening in arteries, vascular fibrointimal thickening in veins, presence of granulomas, and presence of a separate HP or UIP pattern. Statistical analysis was only performed for the 40 upper lobe biopsies, as the numbers of middle lobe and lower biopsies were too low for analysis. However, the presence of granulomas and/or a separate IIP process was included for the purposes of statistical analysis, regardless of the lobe in which they were seen. 
The study was approved as a service evaluation by the Royal Brompton and Harefield NHS Foundation Trust before commencement. Some cases were previously reported in a primarily clinical study from our institution.3
Results
Out of 43 patients with PPFE, 17 were female and 26 were male. The age range was 8 to 78 years with a mean of 55.5 years. Of 27 patients with ethnicity recorded in medical notes, 22 were Caucasian, 4 Asian and 1 Hispanic. Smoking status was available for 36 patients, of whom 1 was a current smoker, 12 were ex-smokers and 23 were never-smokers. Of 27 patients with presence or absence of comorbidities recorded in the medical notes, 3 patients had been diagnosed and treated for respiratory infections prior to the diagnosis of PPFE, 2 patients had rheumatoid arthritis and 1 had pulmonary hypertension, whilst the remaining 21 patients had no reported comorbidities. Of 27 patients with symptoms documented at the time of diagnosis, all had reported cough and/or shortness of breath, with 3 of these patients additionally having haemoptysis. A total of 32 patients had CT imaging, either performed at our institution or reviewed by radiologists at our institution, with all of these patients showing radiological features consistent with PPFE. 
Of 58 biopsies from the 43 patients, there were 40 upper lobe biopsies, 4 middle lobe biopsies and 14 lower lobe biopsies. Fifty four biopsies were surgical lung biopsies, 2 were cryobiopsies (from one patient) and 2 were autopsy histology specimens (from one patient). Data are summarised in Table 1, with extent of fibroblastic foci grouped as mild, moderate and marked. All showed IAFE (19% mild, 26% moderate, 55% marked) (Fig. 1), fibroblastic foci (45% mild, 36% moderate, 19% marked) (Figs. 2A, 2B) and chronic inflammation within areas of fibrosis (21% mild, 43% moderate, 36% marked). A degree of visceral pleural fibrosis (Fig. 1) was seen in 41 (73%) biopsies (28% mild, 25% moderate, 20% marked), whilst vascular fibro-intimal thickening of veins was seen in 52 (91%) biopsies (16% mild, 61% moderate, 14% marked) and fibro-intimal vascular thickening of arteries was seen in 51 (91%) biopsies  (18% mild, 51% moderate, 14% marked). 
Out of 43 patients, 15 (35%) showed other histopathologic features within the same lobe as PPFE, with 15 patients (35%) having granulomas, one patient having an aspergilloma (2%) and two patients (4%) with vasculitis, one in the lung biopsy (granulomatosis with polyangiitis (Wegener's granulomatosis)) and one with a known diagnosis of ANCA-positive renal vasculitis. Ten patients showed a different pattern of interstitial lung disease in a separate lobe to the PPFE biopsies, with 5 patients (12%) showing a UIP pattern (Fig 3B) and 5 (12%) showing features of hypersensitivity pneumonitis (Fig 3A). None of the patients with features of hypersensitivity pneumonitis showed a UIP pattern. 
Survival data was available for 42 out of 43 patients. Of these, 27 were alive (64.3%) and 15 patients (35.7%) were deceased. The mean survival time following the biopsy diagnosis of PPFE was 29.6 months with a mean follow up of 32.9 months (range 1-123 months) (the patient with only one month follow up died within a month from biopsy).
Multivariate Cox proportional hazards regression analysis showed that male gender was a predictor of increased risk of mortality after adjusting for age (hazard ratio 5.31, P = 0.04, 95% confidence interval 1.08-26.12). As summarised in Table 2, Multivariate Cox proportional hazards regression analysis adjusting for age and gender, showed that the presence of granulomas in any lobe was associated with a statistically significant decrease in risk of mortality (hazard ratio 0.27, P = 0.049, confidence interval 0.07-0.99). Extent of fibroblastic foci, IAFE, visceral pleural fibrosis, inflammation in areas of fibrosis, vascular fibrointimal thickening in arteries and vascular fibrointimal thickening in veins were not associated with a significant effect on mortality after adjusting for age and gender. In the 36 patients with available smoking history, multivariate Cox proportional hazards regression analysis showed that presence of granulomas, when adjusted for gender, age at time of biopsy, and smoking status, was still significantly protective against mortality (hazard ratio  0.25, P = 0.05, confidence interval 0.07 to 0.97). Diagnosis of HP or UIP in any lobe did not show a statistically significant effect on mortality. 

Discussion
This study confirms that PPFE is an aggressive disease within the idiopathic interstitial pneumonias, appears more common than previously thought, and that around 25% of cases show features indicating likely coexistent disorders, specifically UIP/IPF and hypersensitivity pneumonitis. 
Whilst PPFE was viewed as rare before being added to the idiopathic interstitial pneumonias in 2013,2 increased awareness of its existence has prompted a significant increase in publications of both idiopathic PPFE and PPFE due to secondary causes and associations,4, 6-23 suggesting that the disease is not as rare as initially thought. 
The literature since 2013 has also reported additional cases where there are coexistent interstitial lung diseases in other lobes, 3, 4, 14 predominantly UIP/IPF but also cases suggestive of HP.3 In our series, the incidence was 25% overall (half UIP/IPF and half HP), which is lower than other series reporting 43 and 75%.3, 4, 24 In the 10 cases with coexistent idiopathic interstitial pneumonia in this study, the presence of IPF/UIP or HP did not significantly affect mortality, although the number of cases for statistical analysis (5 UIP/IPF and 5 HP) was low. 
This study also provided an opportunity to assess whether the extent of histologic parameters in PPFE provided potentially useful prognostic or etiologic data. In particular, we looked at whether fibroblastic proliferation at the leading edge of the fibrosis correlated with mortality, as has been shown in several, though not all, studies of UIP/IPF.5, 25-27 Our data showed no correlation, a finding which supports the pathogenesis of PPFE being different to UIP/IPF. Many cases have a history of previous infection and morphologically, the pattern of IAFE appears more that of an organising pneumonia that has “petrified” rather than resolved. 
However, when we assessed other features, we found that the presence of granulomas was significantly associated with a decreased risk of mortality, after adjusting for gender, age at time of biopsy and smoking status. Of these 15 patients, only five showed other interstitial features suggestive of HP and the presence of PPFE/HP alone was not associated with a statistically significant decreased risk of mortality. Of the 5 patients with granulomas and HP features, there were two with high Aspergillus sp. precipitins, one was found to have a coexistent Mycobacterium Avium-Intracellulare infection and one had IgA deficiency. Of the remaining 10 patients with granulomas, one had a coexistent aspergilloma and two had coexistent vasculitis. This supports the hypothesis that, in some cases, PPFE might represent a progressive fibrosing immune-mediated response to identified or unidentified infection, inhaled antigen or allergen and that the presence of granulomas may be a marker of such cases. 
In relation to clinical data, we also found that male gender was a predictor of increased risk of mortality in our cohort after adjusting for age. This has not been reported and may provide new prognostic information about PPFE. Also, two patients in our study had a family history of pulmonary fibrosis. The first of these patients had 6 relatives (first degree, second degree and third degree) who died following pulmonary fibrosis, the second whose mother also had PPFE. This supports the possibility of an underlying genetic cause in these rare familial cases of PPFE, with previous familial cases reported.28, 29 
Following the introduction of transbronchial cryobiopsy for the diagnosis of interstitial lung diseases at our institution, one case of PPFE in this study was diagnosed using this technique. Cryobiopsy is a less invasive procedure which offers advantages with regards to decreased risk and complications versus surgical lung biopsy.30-36 However, due to the transbronchial method of sampling, the pleura was not included in these samples, so multidisciplinary discussion with review of imaging findings was essential. Indeed, multidisciplinary discussion is equally important in cases diagnosed on surgical lung biopsy, as IAFE is not specific to PPFE, also being seen in apical caps, reaction to radiotherapy, drug reactions and inhalational injuries such as paraquat.37 Of note, some cases have even been diagnosed on transbronchial biopsy.9
We recognise that our study has limitations. Due to its retrospective nature, we did not have complete clinical history and smoking status data for all patients. Furthermore, the number of cases included in the study was low for the purposes of statistical analysis. However, we still feel that our data are reasonably robust, and comprise the largest histologic series of PPFE cases to date.
In conclusion, PPFE is more common than previously thought; not infrequently showing coexistent pathology, specifically UIP/IPF and granulomatous lung disease, our data suggesting the latter may have prognostic significance.
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Table 1: Summary of histopathologic features of 58 lung biopsies showing PPFE 
	
Histopathogic feature
	Absent (% cases)
	Mild (% cases)
	Moderate (% cases)
	Marked (% cases)

	Intra-alveolar fibroelastosis (n = 58)
	0 (0)
	11 (19%)
	15 (26%)
	32 (55%)

	Visceral pleural fibrosis
(n = 58)
	15 (27%)
	16 (28%)
	14 (25%)
	11 (20%)

	Fibroblastic foci (n = 58)
	0 (0%)
	26 (45%)
	21 (36%)
	11 (19%)

	Inflammation in areas of fibrosis (n = 58)
	0 (0%)
	12 (21%)
	25 (43%)
	21 (36%)

	Vascular fibro-intimal thickening in veins  (n = 57)
	5 (9%)
	9 (16%)
	35 (61%)
	8 (14%)

	Vascular fibro-intimal thickening in arteries (n = 56)
	5 (9%)
	10 (18%)
	33 (59%)
	8 (14%)














Table 2: Proportional hazards regression analysis of survival based on histopathologic data.
	Variable(s)analysed, all hazard ratios adjusted for age and gender
	Hazard ratio
	P value
	95% confidence interval
	Number of patients

	Fibroblastic foci, upper lobe biopsies
	0.87
	0.4
	0.61-1.24
	40

	Inflammation, upper lobe biopsies
	0.57
	0.38
	0.2-2.0
	40

	Vascular fibrointimal thickening in arteries, upper lobe biopsies
	1.3
	0.5
	0.6-2.9
	40

	Vascular fibrointimal thickening in veins, upper lobe biopsies
	2.2
	0.1
	0.85-5.9
	40

	Visceral pleural thickening, upper lobe biopsies
	1.2
	0.4
	0.75-1.96
	40

	Intra-alveolar fibroelastosis, upper lobe biopsies
	1.2
	0.4
	0.5-2.6
	40

	Presence of granulomas in any lobe
	0.27
	0.049
	0.07-0.99
	42

	Presence of separate IIP in any lobe 
	0.56
	0.39
	0.16-2.04
	41

	Presence of usual interstitial pneumonia, in any lobe 
	0.77
	0.73
	0.16-3.62
	41

	Presence of hypersensitivity pneumonitis, in any lobe
	0.44
	0.43
	0.05-3.43
	41
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