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ABSTRACT
Appendicitis has an etiology of appendiceal actinomycosis and 
chronic inflammation in only 0.01-0.06% of the cases, and less than 
10% of these cases are diagnosed before surgery. Here we report the 
case of a 27-year-old Chinese female who was referred to our hos-
pital with right lower abdominal pain and a high fever. Abdominal 
computed tomography (CT) scan revealed an abscess around the 
cecum. Appendectomy was performed on the same day, and a tumor-
liked edematous appendix was observed. Appendiceal actinomycosis 
was diagnosed pathologically. A combination of antibiotic therapy 
and operative treatment resolves actinomycosis in 90% of cases. 
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INTRODUCTION
Acute appendicitis is the most common indication for emergency ab-
dominal surgery, and has a lifetime incidence of around 10%[1,2]. The 
etiology of acute appendicitis is secondary to appendiceal obstruc-
tion, and the most common causes of this obstruction are lymphoid 
hyperplasia, and fecal stasis with fecaliths[3,4]. Other rare causes have 
also been described, including carcinoid tumor, pinworm, eosinophil-
ic appendicitis, granulomas, and actinomycosis, among others[3,5,6]. 
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Figure 2 Macroscopically, we observed a tumor-like edematous appendix 
measuring approximately 63×23 mm2 in size. 

Actinomycosis species are gram-positive anaerobic bacteria, which 
are normal commensals of the oral cavity, gastrointestinal, and uro-
genital tract, but become pathogenic in the presence of necrotic tis-
sue[7-9]. Actinomycetes are responsible for appendicitis in only 0.01-
0.06% of cases[3,5,6], less than 10% of which are diagnosed before 
surgery[8-10]. 
    Several studies have attempted to diagnose this condition by 
the presence of specific radiologic or endoscopic feartures[8,9,11,12]. 
However, these radiologic, endoscopic, and clinical features are not 
diagnostic, and the final diagnosis of actinomycosis usually requires 
pathologic confirmation after surgery[13]. Unfortunately, pathologic 
diagnosis is often difficult, even in resected specimens, because this 
disease can mimic Crohn’s disease or inflammatory pseudotumors 
and the causative organisms can be very difficult to determine. Here, 
we report a case of appendiceal actinomycosis that was diagnosed 
after surgery. 

CASE REPORT
A 27-year-old Chinese female was referred to the Seiwa Memorial 
Hospital on April 2014 with right lower abdominal pain and high 
fever. She had a body mass index (BMI) of 18.4 kg/m2. Physical 
examination revealed right lower abdominal tenderness on palpation. 
Her body temperature was 36.9°C, with a white blood cell count of 
7,400/μL, and a c-reactive protein level of 2.87 mg/dL. Abdominal 
ultrasound showed dilatation of the appendix, which lead to the diag-
nosis of appendicitis in the previous hospital. Abdominal computed 
tomography (CT) scan revealed an abscess around the cecum that 
measured 50×30 mm2 in size, but the appendix was unknown (Figure 
1). The clinical diagnosis was an acute perforated appendicitis with 
an abscess around the cecum pre-surgery. On the same day, lapa-
roscopic surgery was performed to relieve pain after obtaining in-
formed consent. Since an abscess was noticed around the cecum and 
the appendix could not be removed owing to adhesion, the original 
laparotomy was switched to an appendectomy. We then performed an 
appendectomy, washed the abdominal cavity of the abscess around 
the cecum, and drained. Macroscopically, we observed a tumor-like 
edematous appendix measuring approximately 63×23 mm2 in size 
(Figure 2). Acute gangrenous appendicitis due to actinomycosis was 
diagnosed pathologically (Figure 3). The patient had a high fever of 
40.0°C 1 day after appendectomy, and one more antibiotic was used. 
The fever reduced gradually and her condition improved such that 
she was discharged 13 days after appendectomy (Figure 4). 

DISCUSSION
Actinomycosis is distributed worldwide and is found with equal fre-
quency in urban and rural dwellers. In humans, Actinomyces israelii 
is the most common cause of the disease; these organisms are indig-
enous to the oral cavity, gastrointestinal tract, and genital tract. 
    Actinomyces israelii is an opportunistic pathogen, and infection 
can occur when the mucosal barrier is broken, which leads to mul-
tiple abscess formation, fistula, or mass lesions[14,15]. 
    Appendiceal actinomycosis is very rare. Alemayehu et al. studied 
3,602 appendicular cases and found that only one had actinomycosis 
(0.02%)[3]. Akbulut et al. found that eight patients in their series of 
80,698 cases had actinomycosis (0.01%)[5]. Furthermore, Limaiem 
et al. reported that in a retrospective study of 1,627 appendectomy 
specimens only one sample had actinomycosis (0.06%)[6]. The overall 
incidence of actinomycosis is virtually unknown; however, the esti-
mated population prevalence is one case per 119,000[8]. 
    Actinomycosis commonly occurs in three distinct forms that may 
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Figure 1 Abdominal computed tomography (CT) scan showing an abscess 
around the cecum (white arrow), which measured 50×30 mm2 in size, but 
the appendix could not be detected. 

occasionally overlap, with cervicofacial presentation in 50%, abdom-
inopelvic in 20%, and the intrathoracic form in 15% of the cases [7-9]. 
Abdominal actinomycosis involves the appendix and cecum in 66% 
of cases[16,17], of these, perforated appendicitis is the stimulus in 75% 
of cases[17]. 
    The clinical presentation has an indolent course, with an initial 
nonspecific presentation, usually with lower abdominal pain and 
fever, with less than 10% of the cases diagnosed before surgery[8-10]. 
Radiologic techniques are not helpful in the diagnosis of abdominal 
actinomycosis: the abdominal CT scan may show an infiltrative mass 
adjacent to the other involved organs, like the bowel wall thicken-
ing is the main sign of gastrointestinal disease[11]. The final diagnosis 
of actinomycosis requires microscopic proof of either the pathogen 
itself, the presence of specific sulfur granules, or culture of actinomy-
ces obtained by needle aspiration or from a surgical specimen[9,18]. 
    The choice of treatment of abdominal actinomycosis depends 
on whether the diagnosis is made pre- or postoperatively. The rec-
ommended nonsurgical treatment for abdominal actinomycosis is 
intravenous penicillin G for 2-6 weeks followed by oral penicillin 
or amoxicillin for 6-12 months[19]. For those allergic to penicillin, 
alternatives include tetracycline, erythromycin, or clindamycin[20]. 
Surgery is reserved for patients who do not respond to initial anti-
biotic therapy or for those with severe disease, as noted by fistulas, 
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Figure 4 Figure of the patient’s clinical course. The white blood cell count, c-reactive protein level, and body temperature are shown. The patient had a high 
fever of 40.0°C 1 day after appendectomy. One more antibiotic was used, and she was discharged 13 days after appendectomy. 

Figure 3 The postoperative histopathologic diagnosis was appendiceal actinomycosis. An actinomycotic colony surrounded by inflammatory infiltrates, 
hematoxylin and eosin (H.E) stained sections (A) (×200), and periodic acid-schiff (PAS) stained sections (B) (×200). Filamentous bacilli are shown by grocott 
staining (C) (×200). The fibroinflammatory foci shows marked lymphoplasmacytic infiltration with fibrosis that is reminiscent of pseudotumor (D) (×40).
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necrosis, or abscesses. Surgery is also indicated if malignancy can-
not be ruled out. Postsurgical treatment includes long-term penicillin 
therapy. Mortality is extremely rare, and favorable outcomes are 
seen in 90% of cases treated with combined medical and surgical 
therapy[16]. 

CONCLUSION
Appendiceal actinomycosis is rare and a pathological report after sur-
gery is required for definitive diagnosis. Appendiceal actinomycosis 
should be considered in patients with an indolent course and non-
specific abdominal symptoms. Treatment with prolonged antibiotic 
therapy either alone or in combination with surgery is effective. 
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