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Introduction
Adrenal adenomas are non-cancerous tumors originating from the 

adrenal cortex. They are frequently found incidentally during imaging 
for unrelated issues. Despite their benign nature, adrenal adenomas 
can produce hormones leading to clinical syndromes. The diagnosis 
and management of adrenal adenomas require a nuanced approach to 
differentiate them from malignant tumors and to address potential 
endocrine dysfunction.

Classification of adrenal adenomas
Adrenal adenomas can be classified based on their functional 

activity and imaging characteristics:

Functional adenomas

Cortisol-secreting adenomas: Cause Cushing's syndrome, 
characterized by symptoms such as obesity, hypertension, and glucose 
intolerance.

Aldosterone-secreting adenomas: Lead to primary 
hyperaldosteronism, resulting in hypertension, hypokalemia, and metabolic 
alkalosis.

Androgen-secreting adenomas: Can cause virilization in women 
and precocious puberty in children.

Non-functioning adenomas: Do not produce hormones and are 
often discovered incidentally.

Imaging characteristics

CT Scan: Typically used for initial evaluation and characterization 
of adrenal masses. Adrenal adenomas often appear as well-defined, 
homogeneous lesions with low attenuation values.

MRI: Provides additional detail for assessing adrenal masses, 
particularly in differentiating adenomas from other types of adrenal 
tumors.

PET scan: Used in certain cases to evaluate metabolic activity and 
differentiate between benign and malignant lesions.

Diagnostic approaches
The diagnosis of adrenal adenomas involves a combination of

clinical evaluation, imaging studies, and biochemical testing.

Clinical evaluation
History and physical examination: Essential for identifying

symptoms associated with hormone overproduction, such as
hypertension, weight gain, and signs of virilization.

Laboratory tests: Assess for hormonal hypersecretion. Tests
include serum cortisol levels, aldosterone-to-renin ratio, and androgen
levels.

Imaging studies
Computed Tomography (CT): Provides detailed imaging of the

adrenal glands, helping to determine the size, shape, and density of the
adenoma.

Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI): Offers enhanced soft tissue
contrast and is useful in evaluating the nature of adrenal masses.

Positron Emission Tomography (PET): Can be employed to
assess metabolic activity, particularly in cases with suspected
malignancy or metastasis.

Biochemical testing
24-hour urinary free cortisol: Helps diagnose cortisol-secreting

adenomas.

Plasma aldosterone and renin levels: Evaluated to diagnose
aldosterone-producing adenomas.

Dexamethasone suppression test: Assesses cortisol production
and helps differentiate between Cushing's syndrome and other causes
of hypercortisolism.

Management strategies
The management of adrenal adenomas depends on their functional

activity and clinical presentation.

Asymptomatic, non-functioning adenomas

Observation: Most non-functioning adenomas require periodic
imaging and clinical follow-up without immediate intervention.
Monitoring typically involves annual imaging to ensure stability.

Patient education: Patients should be informed about the nature of
the adenoma and advised on signs of hormonal imbalance.

Functional adenomas

Hormonal control: For adenomas-producing hormones, treatment
focuses on managing the symptoms of the associated endocrine
disorder. This may involve medications to control hypertension or
glucocorticoid therapy for Cushing’s syndrome.

Surgical intervention: Indicated for functional adenomas,
particularly when hormone secretion leads to significant clinical
symptoms or complications. Laparoscopic adrenalectomy is the
preferred surgical approach for most cases.
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Indications for surgery: Includes symptomatic adenomas, large
tumors (typically >4-5 cm), or tumors that show growth or abnormal
characteristics on imaging.

Surgical techniques: Laparoscopic adrenalectomy is the standard
approach due to its minimally invasive nature and quicker recovery.
Open surgery may be considered for larger or more complex tumors.

Postoperative care

Follow-up: Regular monitoring post-surgery includes assessing
hormone levels, imaging to check for residual or recurrent disease, and
managing potential complications.

Long-term management: Ongoing care involves monitoring for
potential adrenal insufficiency or hormonal imbalances.

Recent advances and future directions
Genetic and molecular research

Genetic profiling: Advances in genetic research may help identify
patients at higher risk for developing adrenal adenomas or related
endocrine disorders.

Molecular markers: Research into molecular markers is ongoing
to improve diagnostic accuracy and differentiate between benign and
malignant lesions.

Improved imaging techniques

Enhanced CT and MRI: New imaging techniques offer better
resolution and characterization of adrenal lesions, improving
diagnostic accuracy and treatment planning.

Functional imaging: Emerging technologies in functional imaging
may provide additional insights into the metabolic activity of adrenal
masses.

Personalized medicine

Tailored treatment: Advances in personalized medicine are
enabling more tailored approaches to managing adrenal adenomas
based on individual patient characteristics and tumor biology.

Conclusion
Adrenal adenomas are common and often discovered incidentally.

The approach to diagnosis and management involves a thorough
evaluation of tumor function, imaging characteristics, and patient
symptoms. Recent advances in imaging and molecular research are
enhancing our understanding and management of these tumors.
Personalized treatment strategies, including surgical and medical
options, are essential for optimizing patient outcomes and managing
the diverse presentations of adrenal adenomas.
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