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Pathological Factors Underlying Liver Disease

The four major pathological factors underlying liver disease are cirrhosis, portal hypertension, ascites, and hepatic encephalopathy. The main causes of cirrhosis are ischemia, toxemia, and viremia. The end result/consequences of cirrhosis lead to:

    *  obstruction of normal portal venous flow and diversion of the blood past functional
        liver tissue collateral vessels.

    *  formation of basement membranes in the space of Disse
   
    *  impedance of metabolic function leading to loss of overall functional capacity of the liver.

Remember from you’re A & P that portal venous blood flow is normally towards the liver. As cirrhosis develops, resistance to flow increases resulting in dilation of of portal veins proximal to the site of obstruction. Dilation of the portal veins helps to maintain portal blood flow, but eventually portal flow is impeded (slowed) causing a reversal of flow away from the liver. This leads to the development of collateral vessels that bypass the obstruction to maintain venous return to the heart. The collateral vessels of greatest significance are the gastric and esophageal vessels. About 50% of deaths in patients with cirrhosis are due to variceal hemorrhage.

A second, common manifestation of cirrhosis is ascites, which is an abnormal accumulation of fluid in the peritoneal cavity. Ascites is a late sign in the continuum of cirrhosis and its presence indicates advanced disease. The patient who develops ascites has only a 40% chance of being alive after two years (Sherlock, 1992, cited in Clochesy et al., p. 991).

                                                       Cirrhosis of the Liver

	                   Type
	                  Cause
	       Manifestations

	Alcoholic cirrhosis
	Toxic effects of chronic and 

excessive alcohol (ETOH) intake; ETOH is oxidized by the liver to acetaldehyde, which damages liver cells.
	Typical; decreased

sexual function

	Primary biliary

cirrhosis
	Unknown, possibly an autoimmune mechanism that scars the

Ducts.
	Typical; circulating IgG

	Secondary biliary

cirrhosis
	Obstruction by neoplasms, strictures,

or gallstones scars the ducts.
	Typical

	Post-necrotic cirrhosis
	Viral hepatitis due to HAV or hepatitis C,

drugs or other toxins, autoimmune

destruction.
	Typical



Note:  Typical manifestations include hepatomegaly, splenomegaly, ascites, and jaundice.
            laboratory tests reveal elevated enzymes and bilirubin, decreased albumin, and 
            prolonged prothrombin time.
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