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MaTonoria neredb npu COVID-19:
6araTtoiHCTUTYLHiHaA KOoropta po3TuHiB JIbBOBa
Ta JibBiBCbKOI obnacri

1 lOnia Kysuk, *OneHa Maspuniok, 2Mapta CeMko,
2bopwuc PibyH, 3AHHa Aped’eBa

1 Kagpeapa natonoriyHoi aHaTomii Ta cy40Boi MeanLmHy, J1bBiBCb-
KWE HaLUiOHaIbHUA MEANYHNI YHIBEPCUTET imeHi [aHuna anvyb-
Koro MiHictepcTBa 0OXOpOHUM 310pOB’S YKpaiHu, M. JIbBiB, YKpaiHa
2 KomyHanbHwnii 3aknasa JIbBiBCbKOI 0671aCHOI paaun «J/IbBiBCbKE
obsiacHe narosioroaHaToMiyHe 6r0po», M. JIbBiB, YKpaiHa

3 JIbBiBCbKa KJliHIYHA JlIKapHSI Ha 3asi3HUYHOMY TPaHCropTi Qinii
"LleHTp oxopoHun 3q0poB's" AT "Ykp3anizaHuusi", M. JIbBiB, YKpaiHa

Bcryn. Bigomo, wo npuumnHoto COVID-19 € paHiwe HeBigoMumii
KopoHaBipyc SARS-CoV-2. Y BCbOMY CBIiTi 3 MOMEHTY NEPBUHHOIO
BUSIB/IEHHS Bipycy 6yno nigTBepaxeHo binbwe 182 MinbioHiB BU-
naakie COVID-19 T1a 6inbuwe 3,9 MifiblioHa CMepTEbHUX BUMAAKIB.
daKTopaMn pM3nKy HeCnpuaTaneoro nepebiry o6rosoptoBaHoi na-
TONOrii BBa)atoTb NOXU/NI BiK Ta AesiKi KOMOpO6IiaHi CTaHu, Taki, SK
LUyKpoBuii giabeT Ta cepueBo-CyANHHI 3aXBOPIOBaHHS. 3a OCTaHHI
poku 6yno onybnikoBaHO AeKifibka MoBiAOM/IEHb NPO pe3ynbTaTh
nMaToNoroaHaToMi4yHOro AocnigXeHHs nauieHTis 3 COVID-19. Haii-
yacTiwe npu neTanbHUX BUMAAKAX OMUCYOTb AUdy3HE anbBeo-
NSIPHE NOLUKOAYKEHHS, SIKE XapaKTepU3yeTbCs iIHTPaanbBEONSAPHUM
HabpsiKoM, NOSIBOKO «TianiHOBUX>» MeMbpaH Ta nposidepaui€cto NHe-
BMOUMTIB i ibpobnactiB. TM He MeHLLUe, XapaKTep MOLLUKOAXEH-
H4, cnpudnHeHoro SARS-CoV-2 3anuLaeTbcsa A40Ci HE3PO3YMINnM.
JocnigxeHHss naToMopdOIOriYHMX 3MiH NPU BaXXKUX JIETaNIbHUX
Bunaakax COVID-19 € Baxx1MBMM AN KpPaLLoro po3yMiHHS naTo-
reHeTUYHNX MEXaHi3MiB PO3BUTKY JIereHeBMX YCKIaAHEHb Ta pO3-

YkpaiHu, npotokon N 2 Big 26.02.2018 p.

®diHaHCyBaHHSA: aBTOpPU AeKNapyoTb Npo
BiACYTHICTb (biHAHCYBaHHS.

pO6KM HOBUX ePEKTUBHMX METOAIB MPOTUBIPYCHOIO NiKyBaHHS.

MeToro A0CNiIAXEHHS € OLUiHKA MAaKpOCKOMIYHUX i MIKPOCKOMiY-
HUX pe3ynbTaTiB po3TUHY TpyniB nauieHTiB 3 COVID-19 ans focnigKeHHs KNiHiKo-naTos1orivyHol
OCHOBW HECNpUATINBUX HACNiAKIB 3aXBOPIOBaHHS i3 nNeTanbHUM nepebirom.

Martepianu Ta metogmn. Lle petpocnekTuBHe aocniaxeHHsa 1036 po3TtmHiB COVID-19, npoBeae-
HUX y JIbBiBCbKOMY 06/1aCHOMY nmaTosioroaHaToMiyHOro 6t0po Ta JIbBiBCbKOI 3a1i3HNUYHOI KAiHIYHOI
nikapHi y 2020 poui. AiarHo3 COVID-19 nigTBepaxeHo TecTyBaHHAM [JIP 3 HOCOrNOTKU, peHT-
reHOosorivyHi 0Cob6MBOCTI BipyCHOI MHEBMOHIT Ta KNiHiYHI cumnToMu. CTaTUCTUYHE AOCNIAXKEHHS
nposoannock 3a gornomoroto IBM SPSS Statistics 24.0.

Pesynbtatn. binbwicte nomepnux (72,4%) ctaHOBMAW MNauieHTM moxunaoro Biky (nicns 60 pokis);
54.1+1,5% yvonosikiB Ta 45.9+1,5% xiHoK. Bik momepnnx konneasecs Big 19 ao 93 pokis (cepegHin
Bik 66,9 £ 0,4 pokiB). Y BCix 06CTexxeHnX nauieHTiB 6ysia MHEBMOHIS, BUSIB/IEHA Mif Yac K/liHIYHOro 06-
cTexxeHHs 3 KT-AiarHOCTMKO Ta MigTBepa)keHa Ha po3TuHI. [ocTpa ekcyaaTuBHa dasa NHEBMOHIT byna
AiarHoctoBaHa y 18,5+1,2% Bunaakis, nponidepatmBHa dasza — y 18,5+1,2%, ¢ibpotnuHa daza -y
5,9+0,7% T1a B 53,5+1,5% BMNaakis nepesaxanu 03HaKuM nporpecytodoro ¢ibposy, nos>s3aHoro 3
eKcyaaTMBHUMK ypaxeHHsmm. COVID-19 6yB eauHot0 nepionpuynHoto cmepTi y 88,7+1,0% Bunagkis.
Bu1siBIeHO OCHOBHI CTPYKTYPHi 3aKOHOMIPHOCTI Y nereHsax xsopux Ha COVID-19: Tunosi iHayKoBaHi Bipy-
COM 3MiHK eniTenianbHUX KiTUH Tpaxei, 6poHxiB, 6poHxion Ta anbeeon (100%, n = 1036); pi3Hi da3n
AndYy3HOro NOLKOMXEHHSA anbBeon y binblocTi Bunaakis (96,5+0,6%); 6ynn onucaHi NnposiBun Bpo4-
)KEHOr0 IMYHITETY; MaTOMOriYHi 3MiHN MiKpocyauH (TPOMbK BENMKMX CyauH BUsiBReHi y 37,9+1,5%).
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BucHOBKM. Pe3ynbTaTy HaWOro AOCAIAXKEHHS MIAKPECNAN KPUTUYHY BaXXJIMBICTb FiCcTONaTosn0-
rYHOro AOCNIgXEHHS TKaHWH, 0Cco6nMBO NMpu NMpoOBeAEHHI KNiHIYHUX PO3TUHIB, ANS 3>SCyBaHHS
MeXaHi3MiB WXy Ta OCHOBHUX NPUYMH CMepTi y nauieHTiB 3 COVID-19.

Knrouosi cnoBa: COVID-19, SARS-CoV-2, andysHe MNOWKOAXEHHS anbBeos, TpoMbU CyauH,

JNIiITHI YONIOBIKMN.

COVID-19 pulmonary pathology:
a multi-institutional autopsy cohort
from Lviv and Lviv Region

Yuliia Kuzyk, Olena Gavrilyuk, 2Marta Semko,
2Borys Ribun, 3Anna Arefyeva

I Danylo Halytsky Lviv National Medical University, Lviv,
Ukraine

2 Lviv Regional Office for Autopsy, Lviv, Ukraine

3 Lviv Railway Clinical Hospital, Lviv, Ukraine

Introduction. Worldwide, more than 182 million cases of
COVID-19 and more than 3.9 million deaths have been confirmed
since the virus was first identified. Advanced age and some co-
morbid conditions, such as diabetes and cardiovascular diseases,
are considered risk factors for the adverse course of the discussed
pathology. In recent years, several reports have been published
about the results of the pathological examination of patients
with COVID-19. Most often, in fatal cases, diffuse alveolar dam-
age is described, which is characterized by intraalveolar edema,
the appearance of “hyaline” membranes and the proliferation of
pneumocytes and fibroblasts. However, the nature of the damage
caused by SARS-CoV-2 remains unclear. The study of pathomor-
phological changes in severe fatal cases of COVID-19 is important
for a better understanding of pathogenetic mechanisms of the
development of pulmonary complications and the development of
new effective methods of antiviral treatment.

The aim of the current study is to evaluate the gross and mi-
croscopic findings in COVID-19 patients’ autopsy to investigate
the clinicopathologic basis for adverse outcomes with a fatal
course of the disease.
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Methods. A retrospective analysis of 1036 consecutive autopsies associated with COVID-19 in 2020
was conducted based on Lviv Regional Office for Autopsy and Lviv Railway Clinical Hospital. The
diagnosis of COVID-19 was confirmed by clinical signs of viral pneumonia, nasopharyngeal smear
analysis, and radiological changes. A statistical study was performed with IBM SPSS Statistics 24.0.

Results. The majority (72.4%) were elderly (60+) males (54.1+1.5%) and females (45.9+1.5%),
with an age range from 19 to 93 years (mean age 66.9 + 0.4 years). All examined patients had
pneumonia, which was detected during a clinical examination with CT diagnosis and confirmed
at autopsy. The acute exudative phase of pneumonia was diagnosed in 18.5+1.2% of cases,
proliferative phase - in 18.5+1.2%, and fibrotic phase - in 5.9£0.7%. And in 53.5+1.5% of
cases, signs of progressive fibrosis associated with exudative lesions prevailed. COVID-19 was
the single original cause of death in 88.7+1.0% of cases. The following were identified in the
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lungs: typical virus-induced changes in epithelial cells of the trachea, bronchi, bronchioles and
alveoli (100%, n=1036); different phases of diffuse alveolar damage in the majority of cases
(96.5£0.6%); manifestations of innate immunity were described; pathological changes in the
microvasculature (large vessel thrombi were detected in 37.9+1.5%).

Conclusion. Our study results prove the importance of pathological examination of tissues during
autopsies to determine the pathophysiological mechanisms and underlying causes of death of
patients with COVID-19.

Keywords: COVID-19, SARS-CoV-2, diffuse alveolar damage, vessel thrombi, elderly males.

Introduction pneumocytes, and fibrin deposition. The fibrous
It is known, that COVID-19 is caused by the phase is characterized by dense collagen fibrosis
Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome Corona- and architectural remodeling. Nevertheless, or-

virus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) and was first detected gan damage features caused by SARS-CoV-2 are
in December 2019 in Wuhan (China), after a still known incompletely. The morphologic basis
series of pneumonia of unknown etiology [1, study of severe and fatal COVID-19 outcomes
2]. In March 2020, COVID-19 was declared a can be useful in discussing the development of

pandemic by the World Health Organization pathology and new treatment approaches [5].
(WHO) [3]. As of today, around 192 million

COVID-19 cases have been confirmed world- The aim of the current study is to evaluate the
wide with almost 4.1 million lethal cases [4]. gross and microscopic findings in COVID-19

patients’ autopsy to investigate the clinico-
In Ukraine, 2.2 million cases are reported now pathologic basis for adverse outcomes with a
with 52.8 thousand deaths [4]. fatal course of the disease.

As Lax S. F. et al. [5], Phua J et al. [6], and Methods

Zhou F et al. [7] reported that risk factors for This is a retrospective study of 1036 consecutive
adverse outcomes and death in patients with COVID-19 autopsies performed in Lviv Region-
COVID-19 were old age and some comorbidity al Office for Autopsy and Lviv Railway Clinical

(diabetes and cardiovascular disease). Rapid Hospital in 2020 and was conducted following
deterioration of the respiratory and hemody- the principles of the Declaration of Helsinki and
namic conditions in some patients with dis- approved by the local Medical Ethical Commit-
cussed diseases was proven [6, 7]. tee of three referral centers (Protocol No. 2 dat-

ed 02/26/2018 of the Bioethics Committee of
During the pandemic period only, Lax S. F. et al. Danylo Halytsky Lviv National Medical Universi-
[5], Borczuk, A.C. et al. [8] and Samsonova ty). The diagnosis of COVID-19 was confirmed
M.V. et al. [9] reported about autopsy investi- by clinical manifestations, nasopharyngeal

gation in COVID-19 patients but the information swabbed secretion testing and viral pneumonia
is still limited. More data is available from the radiologic features. Complete autopsies were
SARS-CoV-1 coronavirus epidemic that hap- performed in 100% of cases. In 1036 cases,
pened in 2003 when the autopsy showed diffuse all lung lobes were samples, including central
alveolar damage (DAD), which included edema, and peripheral areas. The tissue samples from
hyaline membranes, pneumocytes and fibroblast the brain, kidneys, heart, liver, spleen, pancre-
proliferation [5, 10]. The most significant were as, thyroid glands, adrenals, small and large in-

pulmonary changes [10, 11]. The authors pro- testine were fixed in 10% buffered formalin for
posed morphological patterns for three phases of histopathologic examination. After fixation, the
DAD. In the exudative phase, authors consider lungs were dissected systematically from the
the main changes such as hyaline membranes, apex to the basis and multiple samples were
desquamation of pneumocytes, cellular or protein processed for histopathologic examination (he-
exudate, hemorrhage in the alveoli, and fibrinoid matoxylin and eosin and MSB method modified
necrosis of small arteries. The phase of organiza- by Zerbino-Lukasevich stain).

tion or proliferation is characterized by intersti-
tial and intraalveolar proliferation of fibroblasts, SARS-CoV-2 RNA was identified in the trachea
lymphocytic inflammation, hyperplasia of type II and lungs to detect the protein-coding RNA of
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the virus. For this, the FTD™ SARS-CoV-2 mo-
lecular diagnostic test system was used, which
is designed for the qualitative detection of RNA
specific for SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus, with the
detection of target genes ORFlab and N, in
clinical samples (nasopharyngeal and oropha-
ryngeal swabs). The test system confirmed
the etiology of the disease. The diagnosis was
made on the day of hospitalization when pa-
tients already had clinical signs of pneumonia.
Microbiologic studies were not performed be-
cause we used archived materials from rou-
tine autopsies which did not include additional
histochemical or other methods.

Histological evaluation was performed and se-
lected. We used morphological patterns that have
already been described. According to them, all
samples were divided into three phases of DAD:
exudative, proliferative and fibrous [5, 10, 11].

Statistical analysis was performed with Stat-
Plus for Macintosh. Sample parameters given
in the tables were denoted as follows: quanti-
tative data are expressed as an M £ SD (where
M is the mean, SD-standard dimension and n
is the size of the analyzed subgroup).

Results

The majority (72.4%) in our autopsy cohort were
elderly (aged 60+, Fig.1) males (54.1+1.5%)
and females (45.9+1.5%). The age of observed
patients varied from 19 to 93 years with a mean
age of 66.9 £ 12.2 years (fig.2).

The length of COVID-19-related hospital stays
(LoS) among our autopsy cohort ranged from
20 min to 2 months (mean LoS 9.2 + 2.5
days), in 7 cases (0.7£0.3%) patients died at
home. In the majority of cases (52.4%), be-
fore death, patients stayed at the hospital for
less than one week (Table 1).

COVID-19 was diagnosed during the hos-
pital stay in 67.9+1.4% of cases (n=704)

Original research: Clinical sciences

Sex distribution in age group
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Figure 1. The number of male and female patients in
different age groups of our autopsy cohort (n=1036)
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Figure 2. The patients’ age range in our autopsy cohort
(n=1036)

mostly by PCR using a nasopharyngeal swab
(84.1+1.1%, fig. 3).

One comorbidity pathology was identified in
494 patients (47.7£1.6%) and the most com-
mon were hypertension (17.5+£1.2%) and
diabetes (11.3+1.0%), or their combination
(3.8£0.6%). The frequency of comorbidity
pathologies is represented in Table 2.

Table 1
COVID-19-related length of hospital stay distribution among surveyed patients (n=1029)
COVID-19-related length of hospital stay n %
<24 hours 71 6.7
2-7 days 469 45.7
8-14 days 286 27.8
>14 days 203 19.8
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Table 2

The frequency of comorbidity pathologies in our autopsy cohort (n=494)

Comorbidity pathologies n %
Hypertension 256 24.7
Diabetes mellitus 147 14.2
Obesity 5 0.5
Leukemia 4 0.4
Chronic alcohol intoxication 4 0.4
Rheumatoid arthritis 3 0.3
Asthma 2 0.2
Myelodysplastic syndrome 2 0.2
Thrombosis 1 0.1

Other 31 3.0

COVID-19 detection methods in our autopsy cohort
(n=1036)

0,
03% 12—

0,1%

= PCR negative = PCR positive IFA + PCR

= Ig M+G

= Express test

Figure 3. COVID-19 detection methods in our autopsy
cohort (n=1036)

All examined patients (n = 1036) had pneu-
monia, which was detected during a clinical
examination with CT diagnosis and confirmed
at autopsy. Acute exudative and prolifera-
tive phases of pneumonia were diagnosed in
the same number of cases (18.5+1.2% and
18.5+1.2%). The fibrotic phase was identified
in 5.9£0.7% of cases. 53.5+£1.5% of surveyed
patients had atypic pneumonia. And in most
cases, a mixed picture prevailed with signs of
progressive fibrosis associated with exudative
lesions (53.5+1.5%).

COVID-19 was a single original cause of death
in 88.7+£1.0% of surveyed cases; in 3.0+£0.5%
(n=31) - the first underlying pathology in
combination with acute coronary syndrome.
Except COVID-19, the most frequent causes
of death in our autopsy cohort were stroke
(2.3£0.5%, n=24), diabetes (1.3£0.3%,
n=13) and cancer (0.6+0.2%, n=6). Acute re-
spiratory distress syndrome (ARDS) was diag-
nosed in 36 patients (3.5+0.6%), pulmonary
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embolism in 148 patients (14.3+£1.1%), sys-
temic thrombosis in 11 patients (1.0£0.3%),
Clostridioides difficile infection in 2 patients
(0.2%).

Clinicopathological diagnostic discrepancies
were documented in 22 patients (2.1+0.4%)
cardiovascular pathology (n=5), stroke
(n=2), renal diseases (n=3), leukemia (n=2),
chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (n=2),
alcohol-related liver disease (n=1), meningi-
tis (n=1), hepatic cirrhosis (n=1), HIV (n=1),
peptic ulcer disease (n=1), other (n= 3) were
mentioned as the main clinical diagnoses.

In 15.8+1.1% of cases, associated bacteri-
al or fungal pneumonia was detected. Sepsis
was diagnosed in 4 cases (0.4+0.2%).

According to autopsy results, the most pro-
nounced changes were found in the lungs.
Macroscopic evaluation results demonstrated
edematous and congested lungs with patchy
involvement and diffuse consolidation area.
The lungs were enlarged, airless, diffusely
compacted, dark red with a brownish tint on
the cut and a pink fluid flowing down from the
cut surface (figure 4).

Microscopic evaluation of lung airways, al-
veoli, and the vascular bed was performed.
Tracheitis of varying severity (from catarrh-
al-hemorrhagic to fibrinous-necrotic, mostly
desquamative) was diagnosed in 91.0£0.9%
of cases (n=943).

The four main structural patterns in COVID-19
patients’ lungs were:
e Typical virus-induced changes in epithelial
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Figure 4. The gross examination of lungs during COVID: A - Enlarged lungs of the COVID-19 patient; B - Lung cut of
the COVID-19 patient: a section of lung tissue with edematous fluid and redness on the surface

R, W 7 £ 7

Figure. 5. Diffuse alveolar damage, exudative phase: A and B - total hemorrhagic pneumonia with edema, intraalveolar
hemorrhage, multiple hyaline membranes and severe vascular plethora. Hematoxylin and eosin stain x60

cells of the trachea, bronchi, bronchioles
and alveoli (100%, n=1036).

o Different phases of diffuse alveolar damage
in the majority of cases (96.5+0.6%).

In the early exudative phase, intraalveolar ede-
ma, hyaline membranes, lining the contours

117

of the alveoli, and desquamation of the bron-
chiolar and alveolar epithelium were detect-
ed. Alveolocytes with altered shape, enlarged
nuclei, coarse-grained chromatin and distinct
nucleoli were found in the walls and lumens of
the alveoli. Interalveolar septa capillaries and
pulmonary arteries and vein branch plethora
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Figure 6. Diffuse alveolar damage, exudative phase:
total hemorrhagic pneumonia with multiple hyaline
membranes in the lumens of the alveoli and “mature”
fibrin clots in the lumens of blood vessels. MSB method
modified by Zerbino-Lukasevich stain x 10

Figure. 7. Diffuse alveolar damage, organizing phase:
total hemorrhagic pneumonia with multifocal intra-
alveolar deposition of “mature” fibrin, interstitial and
intra-alveolar proliferation of fibroblasts, growths
of immature connective tissue and intra-alveolar
proliferation of fibroblasts. MSB method modified by
Zerbino-Lukasevich stain x 10

with erythrocyte sludge, fibrin or organic de-
scending blood clots, and foci of perivascular
blood effusions were found in the exudative
phase (Fig.5, 6). Intra-alveolar erythrocyte
accumulation from small parts to almost com-
plete lumen filling was detected in almost all
cases (94.4+0.7%). Siderophages and/or he-
mosiderin deposition (perivascular and in the
walls of the pulmonary artery branches) were
also identified. Multifocal intraalveolar fibrin
deposit interstitial and intra-alveolar prolifer-
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ation of fibroblasts we found at the organizing

phase (fig.7).

e Manifestations of congenital immunity were
described.

In all cases of COVID-19 pneumonia, edema
and scant mononuclear infiltration within the
interstitium alveolar septa were identified.
Alveolar spaces contain macrophages, gran-
ulocytes. Significant accumulation of intraal-
veolar neutrophils, with multiple, large foci of
micro- and macroabscess formation were in-
terpreted as signs of superimposed bacterial/
fungal infection.

e Pathological changes in the microvascula-

ture.

Analysis of laboratory data showed that all
these patients had deviations in markers of
coagulation, anticoagulant, fibrinolytic sys-
tems and indicators of systemic inflammation.
But the exact analysis of these anomalies was
impossible due to differences in the lists of
clinical examinations and the absence of some
data. During histology examination, focally or
diffusely, thrombi of the large vessels were
identified in 37.9+1.5% of surveyed lungs.
Microthrombi containing fibrin and platelets
were found in arteries <1.0 mm in diameter
and in alveolar capillaries. In 39.6+1.5% of
cases with diffuse microthrombi, it was also
detected in a larger vessel. And 157 patients
had diffused large vessel thrombi, 68.0+1.4%
also had microthrombi. The described changes
are probably the result of impaired hemosta-
sis in DIS syndrome, which naturally involves
microvessels. In addition, necrosis found in
visceral organs appears to be a consequence
of thrombosis. At the same time, in 12 cas-
es with the addition of bacterial pneumonia,
inflammatory lymphocytic perivascular and
transmural infiltration of small vessels was de-
tected in combination with thrombosis, which
can be considered a manifestation of vasculi-
tis.

Tubular necrosis was found in the kidneys in
43.0+£1.5% of cases, sometimes with an accu-
mulation of eosinophilic homogeneous masses
in the lumens. In 0.3+0.2% of observations,
myocardial necrosis was identified. The brain
was characterized by changes in membranes
and tissues. There were vascular space ex-
pansions with vasculitis and blood clots, as
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well as small diffuse areas of neuroglia rar-
efaction. Severe edema was detected in the
membranes. Signs of tissue structure focal
damage in other organs were observed up to
parenchymal cell necrosis, as well as chang-
es associated with comorbid chronic diseases
previously present in surveyed patients.

Discussion

It is known that COVID-19 can progress to se-
vere acute respiratory syndrome with pneu-
monia and ARDS [12].

ICD coding of COVID-19 includes U07.1 -
COVID-19 confirmed by laboratory testing;
UQ07.2 - suspicious for COVID-19 with incon-
clusive laboratory testing; RA01.0 - COVID-19
(definite); RA01.1 - COVID-19 (suspected or
probable).

Elderly men predominated among our autop-
sy cohort, which is consistent with global data.
It has been proven that the male gender and
advanced age (> 65 years) are the main risk
factors for disease progression [13] and SARS
[14]. The results of the meta-analysis [14]
show that patients with COVID-19 are mostly
adults aged 19 to 76 years (mean age 59.0
+ 9.6 years), with a higher share of men and
women being reported. Our patient cohort was
older (up to 93 years) with a mean age of 66.9
+ 1.2 years and 54.1% men. Similar data are
presented by Borczuk A.C et al. [8], where the
autopsy cohort consisted of 69.0% men with a
mean age of 73 years (range, 30 to 96 years).

To our best knowledge, there are only a few
large reports on COVID-19 autopsy cohorts
been published over the past year: one is
from the USA and Italy (n=68) [8] and two
from Russia (n=700 and n=543) [9, 15]. Our
study represented the largest (n=1036) au-
topsy cohort of COVID-19 patients.

Different levels of COVID-19 severity have
been identified, and hospital care can range
from general to oxygen support and intensive
care units, where patients can even be intubat-
ed, and the length of stay is highly dependent
on these criteria [15]. Rees E.M. et al. [15] with
a systematic review revealed that estimates for
LoS among patients who died in the hospital
were generally shorter (Me 4-21 days) than
those for patients who were discharged alive
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(Me 4-53 days). Those data are comparable
with the LoS indicator of our autopsy cohort.

It was proved that cardiovascular disease,
such as arterial hypertension or diabetic an-
giopathy, and chronic lung pathology preva-
lence were significantly higher (p<0.00001)
in critical patients compared to non-critical
ones [13]. In our study, almost half of the pa-
tients (47.7%) had comorbidity with the most
common hypertension (17.5%) and diabetes
(11.3%). The percentage of mentioned pa-
thologies in Borczuk A.C et al. [8] cohort was
higher and reached 65.0% (hypertension)
and 45.0% (diabetes); in Rybakova MG et al.
[16] study these indicators were 87.0% and
35.7%.

The discussed pathology may progress to
severe ARDS and its main pathological phe-
notypes include pneumonia and DAD. All pa-
tients (100%) of the present study were clin-
ically diagnosed with pneumonia, which was
confirmed after the later morphological inves-
tigation. It is known that up to 40% of hos-
pitalized patients developed ARDS [17, 18].
In our autopsy cohort, 22.0% had ARDS and
in 3.5% of cases, it was fatal. Pathophysio-
logical changes in ARDS were manifested by
acute and diffuse inflammatory lesions of the
alveolar-capillary barrier, which were caused
by increased vascular permeability in com-
bination with a decrease in the pliability and
size of aerated lung tissue. This resulted in
a significant reduction in gas exchange and
the development of hypoxemia [11, 19]. Such
changes lead to severe lung damage with a
sharp decrease in gas exchange, which re-
quires invasive ventilation and/or extracor-
poreal membrane oxygenation. In almost all
cases of SARS-CoV-2, manifestations of DAD
have been described, which involve endothe-
lial and alveolar-capillary epithelial cells ac-
cumulating protein-rich fluid in the interstitial
and alveolar space, eventually culminating in
the hyaline membrane formation and throm-
bosis of small vessels and capillaries. This de-
velopment compromises the stabilization of
surfactants due to progressive alveolar col-
lapse and increasing deterioration of oxygen-
ation [17]. Despite research and advances in
SARS-CoV-2, pathomechanisms responsible
for initiating SARS secondary to viral infection
have not been fully elucidated.



Mpaui HTW MeanyHi Hayku
2022, Tom 69, N2 2 ISSN 2708-8634 (print)

Proc Shevchenko Sci Soc Med Sci  www.mspsss.org.ua
ISSN 2708-8642 (online) 2022, Vol. 69, 2

OpwuriHanbHi 4OCAIAXEHHS: KNiIHIYHI HayKKn

We found that COVID-19 was the single origi-
nal cause of death in 88.7% of surveyed cases
while Rybakova MG et al. [16] reported only
43.0%.

It is known that SARS-CoV-2 enter human
organisms through angiotensin-converting
enzyme-2 (ACE-2) receptors [18]. ACE-2 is
presented in alveolar epithelium, hepatocytes,
renal tubular epithelium, biliary epithelium,
and enterocytes, respectively the pathological
findings in patients with COVID-19 were most
significant in the lungs, but were also found in
other organs and systems, such as the liver,
kidneys, and the lymphatic system [18].

A major acute pathologic finding like in oth-
er studies [5, 8, 9, 11, 16] was bilateral DAD,
which included lung edema, hyaline mem-
branes, pneumocytes and fibroblast prolifera-
tion. In 87% of patients in Borczuk A.C et al.
[8] study and 96.5% of cases in our cohort,
typical features of DAD were found, at least fo-
cally. The most unexpected pathological finding
was thrombotic occlusion of pulmonary arter-
ies, which was identified both by rough exam-
ination and microscopy. This important finding
is a consequence of parenchymal pulmonary
hemorrhage and hemorrhagic infarction.

The combination of alveolar and vascular
events underlies the rapid, sometimes unpre-
dictable clinical deterioration observed in se-
vere COVID-19, which was also found in our
autopsy series.

In previous investigations, a high incidence of
venous thrombosis and pulmonary embolism
was reported as the death cause in 30.0% of
cases [19, 20]. In the study by Wichmann et
al. [20], pulmonary microthrombosis was doc-
umented in all cases (100%, n=12), and in
our cohort, pulmonary embolism was fatal in
14.3% of cases when large vessel thrombi also
had microthrombi focally or diffusely in 39.6%
and 68.0%. Similar data were reported in the
study by Borczuk A.C et al. [8]. The mecha-
nisms of pulmonary artery thrombosis and co-
agulopathy in patients with COVID-19 remain
not fully studied. Lax S. F. et al. [5] consider
that there was a causal relationship between
inflammatory and reparative processes asso-
ciated with DAD, as thrombus is often found
in small pulmonary arteries, most likely due to
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endothelial damage. Endothelial damage may
also be associated with direct viral infection of
endothelial cells expressing ACE-2 receptors,
or with a host reaction, as recently suggested
[5, 22]. According to the latest data, D-dimer
levels higher than 2500 ug/L become a se-
lection criterion for CT angiography to identify
segmental or subsegmental pulmonary artery
thrombosis [23]. Microvascular COVID-19
lung vessels obstructive thromboinflamma-
tory syndrome (MicroCLOTS) was proposed
as a new terminology for severe pulmonary
COVID-19 [5, 24]. However, this term does
not describe the clinically important sign of
pulmonary artery lesions of the medium and
larger size found in the current study. At the
same time, the issue of damage to small and
medium-sized arteries in COVID-19 is being
discussed. Damage to small vessels and cap-
illaries is a manifestation of DIS syndrome,
characterized by the formation of obstructing
microthrombi and ischemia of visceral organs
with the development of necrosis. This fully
corresponds to the clinical picture of multiple
organ failure in severe cases of the disease.
But this explanation does not provide an an-
swer to the cause of damage to medium-sized
vessels. This can be explained by the develop-
ment of vasculitis and endotheliitis, which are
described in individual cases [8, 22]. It should
be noted that among our cases, there were 12
cases of lymphocytic inflammation in the wall
of small arteries, which can be interpreted as
a manifestation of coronavirus vasculitis.

Kidneys and liver chronic changes could con-
tribute to fatal outcomes in COVID-19 patients
[5]. According to the literature, it is known
that acute renal tubular injury associated with
hypoxia is the cause of end-stage renal failure
and is not caused by viruses due to the high
expression of ACE-2 receptors in the tubular
epithelium. [5, 25]. And in our cohort, epi-
thelial necrosis was found in kidneys in 43.0%
of cases, sometimes with an accumulation of
eosinophilic homogeneous masses in the lu-
mens, which correlates with the findings of
Borczuk A.C et al. [8].

Acute hepatocyte necrosis, as well as cholesta-
sis, described in patients with COVID-19,
should be more associated with hypoxia or
sepsis (due to central venous thrombosis and
systemic inflammation), and not with the di-
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rect viral effect of SARS-CoV-2 [5, 26]. Liver
damage as part of the systemic inflamma-
tory response syndrome and sepsis (which
was also observed in our patients) may have
independent prognostic value due to chang-
es in the secretion of acute phase reagents,
cytokines or other mediators of inflammation
and coagulation factors and may subsequent-
ly contribute to subsegmental and segmental
pulmonary thrombosis [27].

Frequent lymphocyte depletion in the lymph
nodes and spleen reported with SARS-1 co-
incides with lymphopenia caused, at least
in part, by increased secretion of endoge-
nous cortisol through the hypothalamic-pitu-
itary-adrenal axis associated with hyperplasia
over hyperplasia [5]. Spleen stroma changes
were documented in 28.8% of cases with the
emptying of the lymphoid tissue T- and B-de-
pendent zones, which was also reported in an-
other study [9].

In conclusion, the conducted study of autop-
sies of patients in Lviv and Lviv Region cor-
responds to general world trends regarding
clinical and pathomorphological changes in
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COVID-19. We have confirmed that the tar-
get for SARS-CoV-2 is lung damage with the
development of DAD and subsegmental and
segmental thrombosis of pulmonary arteries,
which become lethal. Our histological findings
in patients with COVID-19 indicate diffuse al-
veolar lung damage in the acute exudative,
proliferative, and fibrotic phases of the dis-
ease and include 3 main forms of damage:
epithelial, vascular, and fibrotic. The combina-
tion of these pathomorphological mechanisms
may explain the rapid clinical deterioration of
the severe form of COVID-19. Severe pulmo-
nary changes described in combination with
disseminated thrombosis (a manifestation of
DIS syndrome) lead to multiple organ fail-
ure involving kidneys, liver, and spleen. The
guestion of the mechanisms of damage to
the vascular bed in COVID-19 remains open
because thrombotic microangiopathy in DIS
syndrome does not explain all the morpholog-
ical findings. Therefore, our further research
will be devoted to the study of vasculitis as a
key type of damage to the vascular wall and
the leading mechanism of the development of
thrombotic complications in COVID-19.
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