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Abstract
Background To compare survival outcomes of metastatic patients harbouring either papillary (pRCC) or clear-cell (ccRCC) 
renal cell carcinoma in overall population and according to treatment modality.
Methods Within the Surveillance, Epidemiology and End Results database (2006–2015), we identified 6800 patients (585 
papillary and 6215 clear-cell) with metastatic RCC. Propensity-score (PS) matching, Kaplan–Meier plots and multivariable 
Cox-regression models (CRMs) were used.
Results Overall, 585 (8.6%) patients harboured pRCC. Rates of nodal metastases were higher in patients with pRCC (49.7 
vs. 23.3%; p < 0.001). Median overall survival (OS) was 13 vs. 18 months for pRCC vs. ccRCC patients. After multivariable 
adjustments, no difference in OS was recorded. Furthermore, after propensity-score matching, virtually the same results were 
recorded. Median OS of pRCC vs. ccRCC was 8 vs. 4 months for no treatment (NT), 11 vs. 12 months for targeted therapy 
alone (TT), 17 vs. 35 months for cytoreductive nephrectomy alone (CN) and 18 vs. 25 months for combination of CN with TT.
Conclusions Metastatic pRCC patients exhibit poor survival, regardless of treatment received. Moreover, pRCC patients 
are more likely to present nodal metastases, compared to ccRCC patients, as demonstrated by twofold higher rates of lymph 
node invasion at diagnosis. These observations indicate that papillary variant represents more prognostically unfavorable 
tumor histology, in the context of metastatic RCC.
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Introduction

Renal cell carcinoma (RCC) histological subtypes con-
sist of clear-cell, papillary, chromophobe, collecting duct 
and unclassified RCC subtypes, according to the Interna-
tional Union Against Cancer (UICC) and the American 
Joint Committee on Cancer (AJCC) recommendations [1]. 
Despite abundant literature on non-clear cell histology in 
non-metastatic RCC, the natural history of non-clear cell 
metastatic RCC is less well documented. Recently, Patel 
et al. [2] demonstrated stable rate of metastatic disease at 
diagnosis in RCC patients over time, but improved overall 
survival. To the best of our knowledge, only few small ret-
rospective studies showing conflicting results [3–8] tested 
for survival differences between ccRCC and the most 
prevalent non clear cell variant, namely papillary, both in 
localized than in metastatic RCC patients [9]. Based on 
this unmet need, we analyzed the differences on overall 
survival (OS) in patients with metastatic renal cell carci-
noma, harboring either the papillary or the clear-cell vari-
ant. Moreover, we also hypothesized that survival differ-
ences may also exist between papillary RCC and clear-cell 
RCC patients, regardless of treatment received [10, 11].

Materials and methods

Study population

Within the Surveillance, Epidemiology and End Results 
(SEER) database, we focused on patients older than 
18 years with metastatic either clear-cell or papillary renal 
cell carcinoma (International Classification of Disease for 
Oncology C64.9), between 2006 and 2015. Death certifi-
cate only, autopsy cases and patients with missing surgery 
information, who underwent partial nephrectomy or focal 
ablation were excluded (Fig. 1).

Variables definition

Histological subtypes were coded as either clear-cell or 
papillary renal cell carcinoma, according to SEER his-
tological categories. Covariates included continuously 
coded age, year of diagnosis, ethnicity (Caucasian, Afro-
American, other), socio-economic status (1st quartile, 
2nd,3rd,4th quartile), Fuhrman grade [12] (G1/G2, G3/
G4, GX), T-stage (T1,T2, T3,T4, Tx–T0), N-stage (N0, 
N1), type of treatment (no treatment, targeted therapy, 
cytoreductive nephrectomy, combination of cytoreductive 
nephrectomy with targeted therapy). Overall survival (OS) 

and cancer-specific survival (CSS) were our end-points of 
interest.

Statistical analysis

Descriptive statistics included frequencies and proportions 
for categorical variables. Means, medians, and ranges were 
reported for continuously coded variables. The Chi-square 
tested the statistical significance in proportions’ differences. 
The t test and Kruskal–Wallis test examined the statistical 
significance of means’ and medians’ differences. Three sets 
of analyses were performed. First, within each cohort, we 
relied on propensity score matching according to the near-
est neighbor between patients who harbored clear-cell vari-
ant vs. papillary variant, to reduce the effect of selection 
bias. The propensity score matching was calculated based 
on logistic regression and the matched cohorts of papillary 
and clear-cell were balanced according to all the following 
covariates: (a) gender; (b) age at diagnosis; (c) ethnicity; (d) 
tumor grade; (e) T-stage; (f) N-stage; (g) treatment modal-
ity. Second, we tested the effect of histological subtype on 
OS and CSS using Kaplan–Meier plots and multivariable 
Cox-regression models (CRMs) before and after propensity-
score matching. Finally, we tested the effect of treatment 
modalities according to histological subtype on OS and 
CSS using Kaplan–Meier plots. Covariates in multivariable 
CRMs consisted of histology, age at diagnosis, gender, year 
at diagnosis, ethnicity, socio-economic status (SES), Fuhr-
man grade, T-stage, N-stage and treatment modalities. For 
all statistical analyses R software environment for statistical 
computing and graphics (version 3.4.3) was used. All tests 
were two sided with a level of significance set at p < 0.05.

Fig. 1  CONSORT diagram of 6800 patients with metastatic clear-cell 
(n = 6215) or papillary (n = 585) renal cell carcinoma within the sur-
veillance, epidemiology and end-result database (2006–2015) eligible 
for the study
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Results

Descriptive analyses before propensity score 
matching

Overall, 66,602 (81.9%) patients harbored ccRCC vs. 14,658 

(18.1%) pRCC. Of these, 6215 (10.1%) ccRCC exhibited 
metastatic disease vs. 585 (4.6%) pRCC patients. Com-
pared to ccRCC patients, most pRCC patients were male 
(77.9 vs. 69.4; p < 0.001), African-American (27.0 vs. 6.6%; 
p < 0.001), with lower Fuhrman grade  (G3–4 34.5 vs.45.8%; 
p < 0.001), lower T-stage  (T1–2 37.2 vs. 32.1%; p < 0.001) 

Table 1  Clinical and pathological characteristics of patients with metastatic renal cell carcinoma stratified according to histological subtype 
(clear-cell vs. papillary) before and after 4:1 propensity score matching

Bold values indicate statistical significance

Overall cohort Clear-cell (n = 66,602) Papillary (n = 14,658)

M-stage, n (%) Metastatic 6215 (10.1) 585 (4.6)

Unmatched Matched

Clear cell 
(n = 6,215; 91.4%)

Papillary 
(n = 585; 8.6%)

p value Clear cell 
(n = 1,959; 77.5%)

Papillary 
(n = 570; 22.5%)

p value

Age at diagnosis, years
 Mean (STE) 63.2 (0.141) 62.7 (0.572) 0.4 63 (0.255) 62.7 (0.583) 0.6
 Median 63 64 0.6 63 64 0.5
 Range 55–71 54–72 55–71 54–72

Sex, n (%)
 Female 1904 (30.6) 129 (22.1)  < 0.001 462 (23.6) 127 (22.3) 0.5
 Male 4311 (69.4) 456 (77.9) 1497 (76.4) 443 (77.7)

Ethnicity, n (%)  < 0.001 1486 (75.9) 389 (68.2)  < 0.001
 Caucasian 5,336 (85.9) 389 (66.5)
 African–American 411 (6.6) 158 (27.0) 335 (17.1) 143 (25.1)
 Other 468 (7.5) 38 (6.5) 138 (7.0) 38 (6.7)

Tumor grade, n (%)
 G1/G2 1179 (19.0) 99 (16.9)  < 0.001 363 (18.5) 96 (16.8) 0.2
 G3/G4 2845 (45.8) 202 (34.5) 724 (37.0) 198 (34.7)
 Unknown 2191 (35.3) 284 (48.5) 872 (44.5) 276 (48.4)

Tumor stage, n (%)
 T1 974 (15.7) 119 (20.3)  < 0.001 393 (20.1) 112 (19.6) 0.9
 T2 1018 (16.4) 98 (16.8) 311 (15.9) 95 (16.7)
 T3 2732 (44.0) 194 (33.2) 689 (35.2) 193 (33.9)
 T4 657 (10.6) 65 (11.1) 218 (11.1) 63 (11.1)
 Tx–T0 834 (13.4) 109 (18.6) 348 (17.8) 107 (18.8)

Nodal stage, n (%)
 N1 1450 (23.3) 291 (49.7)  < 0.001 852 (43.5) 276 (48.4) 0.1

Treatment, n (%)
 No treatment 1224 (19.7) 123 (21.0) 0.04 413 (21.1) 120 (21.1) 0.7
 Targeted therapy 1464 (23.6) 162 (27.7) 512 (26.1) 159 (27.9)
 Cytoreductive nephrectomy 1726 (27.8) 156 (26.7) 512 (26.1) 151 (26.5)
 C. nephrectomy + T. therapy 1801 (29.0) 144 (24.6) 522 (26.6) 140 (24.6)

Socio-economic status (SES), n (%)
 1 Quartile 1693 (27.2) 138 (23.6) 0.06 502 (25.6) 136 (23.9) 0.4
 2–3–4 Quartile 4522 (72.8) 447 (76.4) 1,457 (74.4) 434 (76.1)

Year of diagnosis, n (%)
2006–2010 2,723 (43.8) 242 (41.4) 0.3 869 (44.4) 231 (40.5) 0.1
2011–2015 3,492 (56.2) 343 (58.6) 1,090 (55.6) 339 (59.5)
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and higher rates of regional lymph node invasion [13] (49.7 
vs. 23.3%; p < 0.001) (Table 1).

Descriptive analyses after propensity score 
matching

Of 585 patients with metastatic pRCC, 97.4% could be 
matched with metastatic ccRCC patients (n = 1959, 31.5% 
of original cohort before matching) in a 1:4 ratio. After pro-
pensity score matching, no significant differences existed 
in covariate distribution between metastatic pRCC vs. 
ccRCC patients, except for residual differences in ethnicity 
that resulted from an important predilection for pRCC in 
African-American patients, prior to any data manipulation 
(Table 1).

The effect of histological subtype on OS and CSS

Between 2006 and 2015, 4190 deaths occurred. Of these, 
93.3% were related to RCC. In the unmatched cohort, 
median OS (13 vs. 18 months) and median CSS (12 vs. 
18 months) were lower in pRCC than in ccRCC patients. 
Similarly, 2-year OS (33.1 vs. 41.8%; p < 0.001) and 2-year 
CSS (35.1 vs. 44.2%; p < 0.001) were also lower in pRCC 
than ccRCC patients (Fig. 2a, c). In multivariable Cox-
regression models, after adjusting for all covariates, neither 
difference on OS (HR 1.01, CI 0.90–1.13; p = 0.8) nor on 
CSS (HR: 1.02, CI 0.90–1.14; p = 0.8) was recorded between 
pRCC and ccRCC. (data not shown).

In the matched cohort, median OS (11 vs. 14 months) and 
median CSS (12 vs. 15 months) were lower in pRCC than 
ccRCC patients. 2-year OS was 32.9 vs. 38.7% and 2-year 
CSS was 34.9 vs. 41.3% for pRCC vs. ccRCC, respectively. 
However, no statistically significant difference neither on 
OS nor on CSS was recorded between pRCC and ccRCC (all 
p > 0.05) (Fig. 2b, d). In multivariable Cox-regression mod-
els, after adjustment for all covariates, neither difference on 
OS (HR 1.01, CI 0.9–1.14; p = 0.7) nor on CSS (HR 1.02, CI 
0.90–1.15; p = 0.7) was recorded between pRCC and ccRCC 
patients (Tables 2, 3).

The effect of treatment modality on OS and CSS 
according to histological subtype

In pRCC patients, between 2006 and 2015, 370 deaths 
were recorded. Of these, 345 (93.2%) were related to RCC. 
In Kaplan–Meier analyses, median OS was 8, 11, 17 and 
18 months and 2-year OS was 26.0, 20.6, 44.7 and 37.4% for 
no treatment, targeted therapy, cytoreductive nephrectomy 
and combination of cytoreductive nephrectomy with targeted 
therapy, respectively (Fig. 3a). Similarly, median CSS was 
9, 11, 19, 18 months and 2-year CSS was 28.4, 22.5, 48.6 
and 37.7% for no treatment, targeted therapy, cytoreductive 

nephrectomy and combination of cytoreductive nephrectomy 
with targeted therapy, respectively (Fig. 3c).

In ccRCC patients, between 2006 and 2015, 3,820 deaths 
were recorded. Of these, 3566 (93.3%) were related to RCC. 
In Kaplan–Meier analyses, median OS was 4, 12, 35 and 
25 months and 2-year OS was 17.7, 27.0, 58.7 and 50.4% for 
no treatment, targeted therapy, cytoreductive nephrectomy 
and combination of cytoreductive nephrectomy with targeted 
therapy, respectively (Fig. 3b). Similarly, median CSS was 
5, 12, 40, 27 months and 2-year CSS was 20.8, 28.9, 60.8 
and 52.7% for no treatment, targeted therapy, cytoreductive 
nephrectomy and combination of cytoreductive nephrectomy 
with targeted therapy, respectively (Fig. 3d).

Discussion

Few studies analyzed the prognostic value of histological 
subtype in metastatic kidney cancer and survival outcomes 
of patients with pRCC are not well established. Based on 
this unmet need, we hypothesized that survival in metastatic 
RCC patients with papillary histological variant is worse 
than that of metastatic clear-cell patients. Moreover, we pos-
tulated that the effect of available treatment modalities for 
metastatic RCC is less beneficial in pRCC than in ccRCC 
patients. Our study showed several important observations.

First, we observed a small proportion of metastatic RCC 
patients with metastatic papillary histology (8.6%). Among 
metastatic RCC population, clear-cell variant is the most 
common metastatic histotype (88.7%), followed by papil-
lary (8.3%), chromophobe (1.5%) and collecting duct (1.5%). 
In consequence, metastatic pRCC accounts for the majority 
of non-clear cell RCC patients. However, this proportion 
is substantially lower than in non-metastatic RCC, where 
papillary accounts for approximately 15% [9]. Moreover, 
in our report, 4.6% of pRCC vs. 10.1% of ccRCC patients 
have metastatic disease at diagnosis. This implies that a 
smaller fraction of papillary tumors progress to metastatic 
disease, compared to clear-cell variant. A previous report 
from a single institution [9] also demonstrated a lower rate 
of metastatic progression within pRCC (5.7% vs. 11.9%) 
than within ccRCC patients.

Second, we identified important differences in patient 
distribution between pRCC and ccRCC. First, the rate of 
African-American patients was four-fold higher in metastatic 
pRCC than in metastatic ccRCC. This observation indicate a 
predilection for metastatic progression in African-Americans 
within pRCC (fertile soil phenomenon in African-American 
ethnicity) [14]. This finding is consistent with Lipworth 
et al. [15] who showed that African-American patients more 
frequently harbor papillary variant compared to Caucasians 
(35.7 vs. 13.8%). Second, the rate of lymph node invasion 
was more than two-fold higher in pRCC patients than ccRCC 
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Fig. 2  Kaplan–Meier curves depicting overall survival (OS; a, b) and cancer-specific survival (CSS: c, d) before (a, c and after (b, d) 4:1 pro-
pensity score matching in patients with metastatic clear cell vs. papillary renal cell carcinoma
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Fig. 2  (continued)
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patients (49.7 vs. 23.3%; p < 0.001). This observation is also 
consistent with previous findings of more historical studies 
(SEER 2000–2005; SEER 1988–2004) [16, 17].

Third, overall mortality was higher in metastatic pRCC 
than in ccRCC prior to matching. Specifically, median OS 
was 13 vs. 18 months and 2-year OS was 33.1 vs. 41.6% 
in, respectively, pRCC vs. ccRCC patients. However, OS 
differences disappeared after matching for demographics 
and clinical characteristics, despite incomplete matching 
for race. It is of note that due to heavy predilection for Afri-
can-American race in pRCC, perfectly balanced matching 
for race cannot be accomplished. These findings are con-
sistent with Connor Wells et al. [6] who relied on IMDC 
database (2005–2016) and showed that metastatic pRCC 
patients has worse survival than ccRCC (median OS 13.8 
vs. 21.3 months). As previously discussed, pRCC patients 
presented substantially higher rates of lymph node invasion 
at diagnosis (49.7 vs. 23.3%; p < 0.001), compared to ccRCC 
patients. Moreover, African–Americans were more likely 
to harbour pRCC than ccRCC histological subtype. It is of 
note that lymph node invasion is one of the most impor-
tant predictor of survival, in patients with RCC [18–20].
For instance, 5-year mortality in RCC patients with lymph 

node metastases is > 50%, significantly higher relative to 
pN0 counterparts [18]. It is also noteworthy that Rose et al. 
[21] observed a survival disadvantage in African–Ameri-
can patients with advanced RCC, compared to Caucasians, 
regardless of treatment received. In consequence, it can be 
postulated that higher rates of well established risk factors 
for poor oncologic outcomes in pRCC histological sub-
type, namely lymph node invasion and African-American 
ethnicity, led to worse survival in pRCC patients but, after 
accounting for these demographics and tumor discrepancies, 
no survival differences remained.

Fourth, analyses of the effect of treatment modalities 
available for metastatic RCC on OS revealed lower median 
survival in pRCC patients, compared to ccRCC, regardless 
of treatment received. These observations indicate that, 
regardless of treatment, papillary variant is a prognosti-
cally unfavorable histology, in the context of metastatic 
RCC. However, the overall pattern of treatment efficacies, 
was virtually the same between the two histological sub-
types, namely it was highest for cytoreductive nephrectomy 
alone, second highest for combination of cytoreductive 
nephrectomy with targeted therapy and lowest for targeted 
therapy alone. Historically, cytoreductive nephrectomy was 

Table 2  Cox-regression models 
predicting overall mortality 
(OM) after 4:1 propensity 
score matching in patients with 
metastatic clear cell or papillary 
renal cell carcinoma

Bold values indicate statistical significance
HR hazard ratio, CI confidence interval

Univariable matched OM Multivariable matched OM

HR CI p value HR CI p value

Clear-cell Ref. Ref.
Papillary 1.11 (0.99–1.25) 0.07 1.01 (0.90–1.14) 0.7
Age 1.00 (0.99–1.00) 0.09 0.99 (0.99–1.00) 0.9
Female Ref. Ref.
Male 0.96 (0.86–1.08) 0.5 0.98 (0.87–1.10) 0.7
Caucasian Ref. Ref.
African–American 1.05 (0.92–1.19) 0.4 1.03 (0.90–1.17) 0.6
Other 1.09 (0.90–1.32) 0.3 1.18 (0.97–1.43) 0.08
G1/G2 Ref. Ref.
G3/G4 1.30 (1.12–1.51)  < 0.001 1.38 (1.18–1.61)  < 0.001
Unknown 1.91 (1.65–2.20)  < 0.001 1.22 (1.05–1.43)  < 0.01
T1–T2 Ref. Ref.
T3–T4 1.03 (0.93–1.13) 0.5 1.27 (1.14–1.42)  < 0.001
N0 Ref. Ref.
N1 1.70 (1.54–1.87)  < 0.001 1.61 (1.45–1.79)  < 0.001
No treatment Ref. Ref.
Targeted therapy 0.68 (0.60–0.79)  < 0.001 0.63 (0.55–0.72)  < 0.001
Cytoreductive nephrectomy 0.32 (0.28–0.37)  < 0.001 0.29 (0.24–0.34)  < 0.001
C. nephrectomy + T. therapy 0.36 (0.32–0.42)  < 0.001 0.27 (0.23–0.33)  < 0.001
1 Quartile Ref. Ref.
2–3–4 Quartile 1.11 (0.99–1.25) 0.05 1.07 (0.95–1.20) 0.2
2004–2010 Ref Ref.
2011–2015 1.04 (0.94–1.15) 0.4 0.93 (0.84–1.04) 0.2
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a common clinical practice in metastatic RCC for patients 
with good performance status, based on the benefit shown 
by prospective trials in the interferon era and retrospective 
trials in the targeted therapies era.[22]. Despite the CAR-
MENA trial [23] showed non-inferiority of targeted therapy 
alone vs. after cytoreductive nephrectomy on survival out-
comes, cytoreductive nephrectomy is still highly performed. 
However, European guidelines [24] recommend immediate 
cytoreductive nephrectomy in patients who do not require 
systemic therapy, in presence of good performance status. 
Conversely, this treatment is strongly discouraged in poor 
risk patients, classified according to the Heng criteria. In 
consequence, better performance status of patients treated 
with cytoreductive nephrectomy alone, may have resulted 
in better overall survival in this patient population, com-
pared to patients treated with combination of cytoreductive 
nephrectomy and targeted therapy. Unfortunately, the SEER 
database does not allow us to account for some clinical-path-
ological variables, such as performance status or serum lev-
els of calcium, which are used for the stratification according 
to the Heng criteria. In consequence, we could not evaluate 
these differences, between patients who underwent treatment 
rather than other.

Our findings regarding the different OS according to 
treatment in patients with metastatic pRCC vs. ccRCC are 
in agreement with other more historical studies. Specifically, 
Aizer et al. [25] relied on the SEER database (2000–2009) 
and showed worse survival in pRCC patients treated with 
cytoreductive nephrectomy, compared to ccRCC patients. 
Similarly, Ravaud et al. [26] also showed worse survival 
in metastatic pRCC patients treated with targeted therapy, 
compared to ccRCC patients. However, none of these stud-
ies considered all four treatment options within the same 
analyses (no treatment, cytoreductive nephrectomy, targeted 
therapy, combination of cytoreductive nephrectomy with tar-
geted therapy). In consequence, we are the first to compare 
single treatment modality to no treatment, as well as combi-
nation of cytoreductive nephrectomy with targeted therapy 
vs. other treatments alone.

Taken together, these observations validate our hypoth-
esis that differences in survival outcomes exist between met-
astatic pRCC and ccRCC patients, even after more detailed 
analyses according to different treatment received.

Our study represents the largest retrospective popula-
tion-based analysis. Nonetheless it has limitations. First, 
we cannot distinguish between type 1 and type 2 pRCC. 

Table 3   Cox-regression 
predicting cancer-specific 
mortality (CSM) after 4:1 
propensity score matching in 
patients with metastatic clear 
cell or papillary renal cell 
carcinoma

Bold values indicate statistical significance
HR hazard ratio, CI confidence interval

Univariable matched CSM Multivariable matched CSM

HR CI p value HR CI p value

Clear-cell Ref. Ref.
Papillary 1.11 (0.98–1.25) 0.08 1.02 (0.90–1.15) 0.7
Age 1.00 (0.99–1.00) 0.4 0.99 (0.99–1.00) 0.3
Female Ref. Ref.
Male 0.97 (0.86–1.09) 0.6 0.97 (0.86–1.10) 0.7
Caucasian Ref. Ref.
African–American 1.01 (0.89–1.16) 0.8 0.99 (0.86–1.14) 0.9
Other 1.06 (0.87–1.30) 0.5 1.15 (0.94–1.40) 0.1
G1/G2 Ref. Ref.
G3/G4 1.39 (1.19–1.62)  < 0.001 1.46 (1.23–1.72)  < 0.001
Unknown 2.01 (1.73–2.34)  < 0.001 1.27 (1.08–1.49)  < 0.01
T1–T2 Ref. Ref.
T3–T4 1.06 (0.95–1.17) 0.2 1.31 (1.17–1.48)  < 0.001
N0 Ref. Ref.
N1 1.73 (1.57–1.92)  < 0.001 1.60 (1.44–1.79)  < 0.001
No treatment Ref. Ref.
Targeted therapy 0.70 (0.60–0.80)  < 0.001 0.63 (0.55–0.73)  < 0.001
Cytoreductive nephrectomy 0.31 (0.27–0.36)  < 0.001 0.27 (0.22–0.32)  < 0.001
C. nephrectomy + T. therapy 0.37 (0.32–0.43)  < 0.001 0.26 (0.22–0.32)  < 0.001
1 Quartile Ref. Ref.
2–3–4 Quartile 1.09 (0.97–1.23) 0.1 1.06 (0.94–1.19) 0.3
2004–2010 Ref. Ref.
2011–2015 1.03 (0.93–1.14) 0.5 0.92 (0.83–1.02) 0.1
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Fig. 3  Kaplan–Meier curves depicting overall survival (OS; a, b) and cancer-specific survival (CSS: 3c-d) according to treatment in patients 
with metastatic papillary (a, c) and clear-cell (b, d) renal cell carcinoma
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Fig. 3  (continued)
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Nonetheless, it is of note that the proportion of metastatic 
pRCC type 1 is considerably lower than type 2 (5–7% for 
pRCC type 1 and vs. 35–69% for pRCC type II) [6, 27] 
and that type 1 pRCC has better prognosis, such as better 
pathological features than type 2 pRCC variant [28]. Second, 
within the SEER database information on specific systemic 
therapy type administrated (such as tyrosine-kinase inhibi-
tor vs. immunotherapy) and its dose and duration are not 
available. Third, information regarding Heng criteria, such 
as performance status, time to metastasis, serum levels of 
hemoglobin, neutrophils, platelets and calcium, are unavail-
able in the SEER database. Availability of variables  allow-
ing to account for Heng criteria would have allowed us to 
compare the characteristics of our population to those of 
Connor Welles. It is of note that the population of clear-cell 
patients analyzed by Connor Wells exhibited substantially 
better survival than our ccRCC patients, as evidenced by, 
respectively, median OS of 21 vs. 12 months. Similarly, we 
could not apply the Heng criteria to pRCC patients. How-
ever, our population of metastatic pRCC patients exhibited 
similar survival characteristics within the current analyses 
to those described in IMCD analyses (median OS 11 vs. 
13 months, respectively). Fourth, we relied on the SEER 
database, which includes North American patients. For this 
reason, our findings can only be applied to the population of 
United States but may be not generalizable to other parts of 
the world, such as Europe or even Canada. However, these 
limitations as well as all other limitations related to the ret-
rospective nature of the SEER database apply to all other 
population-based analyses that were derived from the SEER, 
National Cancer DataBase (NCDB) or other similar large-
scale data repositories.

Conclusion

Metastatic pRCC patients exhibit poor survival, regardless 
of treatment received. Moreover, pRCC patients are more 
likely to present nodal metastases, compared to ccRCC 
patients, as demonstrated by twofold higher rates of lymph 
node invasion at diagnosis. These observations indicate that 
papillary variant represents more prognostically unfavorable 
tumor histology, in the context of metastatic RCC.

Author contributions GR: Project development, data collection, data 
analyses, manuscript writing; CP: Data collection, manuscript edit-
ing; SK: Data collection, manuscript editing; AP: Data collection, 
manuscript editing; SL: Data collection, manuscript editing; PASH: 
Data collection, manuscript editing; ZT: Data analyses; UC: Manu-
script editing; FM: Manuscript editing; SFS: Manuscript editing; FS: 
Manuscript editing; AB: Manuscript editing; PIK: Project develop-
ment, manuscript writing.

Funding This research received no specific grant from any funding 
agency in the public, commercial, or not-for-profit sectors.

Conflict of interest All authors declare that they have no conflict of 
interest.

Ethical approval This article does not contain any studies with human 
participants or animals performed by any of the authors.

References

 1. Störkel S, Eble JN, Adlakha K, Amin M, Blute ML, Bostwick DG 
et al (1997) Classification of renal cell carcinoma: Workgroup No. 
1. Union Internationale Contre le Cancer (UICC) and the Ameri-
can Joint Committee on Cancer (AJCC). Cancer 80:987–989

 2. Patel HD, Gupta M, Joice GA, Srivastava A, Alam R, Allaf ME 
et al (2019) Clinical stage migration and survival for renal cell 
carcinoma in the United States. Eur Urol Oncol 2:343–348. https 
://doi.org/10.1016/j.euo.2018.08.023

 3. Patard J-J, Leray E, Rioux-Leclercq N, Cindolo L, Ficarra V, 
Zisman A et al (2005) Prognostic value of histologic subtypes 
in renal cell carcinoma: a multicenter experience. J Clin Oncol 
23:2763–2771. https ://doi.org/10.1200/JCO.2005.07.055

 4. Leibovich BC, Lohse CM, Crispen PL, Boorjian SA, Thompson 
RH, Blute ML et al (2010) Histological subtype is an independent 
predictor of outcome for patients with renal cell carcinoma. J Urol 
183:1309–1316. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.juro.2009.12.035

 5. Cheville JC, Lohse CM, Zincke H, Weaver AL, Blute ML (2003) 
Comparisons of outcome and prognostic features among histo-
logic subtypes of renal cell carcinoma. Am J Surg Pathol 27:612–
624. https ://doi.org/10.1097/00000 478-20030 5000-00005 

 6. Connor Wells J, Donskov F, Fraccon AP, Pasini F, Bjarnason 
GA, Beuselinck B et al (2017) Characterizing the outcomes of 
metastatic papillary renal cell carcinoma. Cancer Med 6:902–909. 
https ://doi.org/10.1002/cam4.1048

 7. Simone G, Tuderti G, Ferriero M, Papalia R, Misuraca L, Mini-
sola F et al (2016) Papillary type 2 versus clear cell renal cell 
carcinoma: Survival outcomes. Eur J Surg Oncol EJSO 42:1744–
1750. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.ejso.2016.08.003

 8. Ledezma RA, Negron E, Paner GP, Rjepaj C, Lascano D, Hasee-
buddin M et al (2016) Clinically localized type 1 and 2 papillary 
renal cell carcinomas have similar survival outcomes following 
surgery. World J Urol 34:687–693. https ://doi.org/10.1007/s0034 
5-015-1692-3

 9. Said JW, Thomas G, Zisman A (2002) Kidney pathology: current 
classification of renal cell carcinoma. Curr Urol Rep 3:25–30. 
https ://doi.org/10.1007/s1193 4-002-0007-6

 10. Larcher A, Wallis CJD, Bex A, Blute ML, Ficarra V, Mejean A 
et al (2019) Individualised indications for cytoreductive nephrec-
tomy: which criteria define the optimal candidates? Eur Urol 
Oncol 2:365–378. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.euo.2019.04.007

 11. Bersanelli M, Iacovelli R, Buti S, Houede N, Laguerre B, Proco-
pio G et al (2019) Metastatic renal cell carcinoma rapidly progres-
sive to sunitinib: what to do next? Eur Urol Oncol. https ://doi.
org/10.1016/j.euo.2019.06.018

 12. Delahunt B, Cheville JC, Martignoni G, Humphrey PA, Magi-
Galluzzi C, McKenney J et al (2013) The International Society 
of Urological Pathology (ISUP) grading system for renal cell 
carcinoma and other prognostic parameters: Am J Surg Pathol 
37:1490–1504. https ://doi.org/10.1097/PAS.0b013 e3182 99f0f b

 13. European temporal trends in the use of lymph node dissection in 
patients with renal cancer (2019). https ://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
pubme d/28801 061. Accessed 5 Aug 2019

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.euo.2018.08.023
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.euo.2018.08.023
https://doi.org/10.1200/JCO.2005.07.055
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.juro.2009.12.035
https://doi.org/10.1097/00000478-200305000-00005
https://doi.org/10.1002/cam4.1048
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ejso.2016.08.003
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00345-015-1692-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00345-015-1692-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11934-002-0007-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.euo.2019.04.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.euo.2019.06.018
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.euo.2019.06.018
https://doi.org/10.1097/PAS.0b013e318299f0fb
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28801061
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28801061


472 World Journal of Urology (2021) 39:461–472

1 3

 14. Langley RR, Fidler IJ (2011) The seed and soil hypothesis revis-
ited—the role of tumor-stroma interactions in metastasis to differ-
ent organs. Int J Cancer 128:2527–2535. https ://doi.org/10.1002/
ijc.26031 

 15. Lipworth L, Morgans AK, Edwards TL, Barocas DA, Chang SS, 
Herrell SD et al (2016) Renal cell cancer histological subtype 
distribution differs by race and sex: RCC histology varies by race 
and sex. BJU Int 117:260–265. https ://doi.org/10.1111/bju.12950 

 16. Keegan KA, Schupp CW, Chamie K, Hellenthal NJ, Evans CP, 
Koppie TM (2012) Histopathology of surgically treated renal 
cell carcinoma: survival differences by subtype and stage. J Urol 
188:391–397. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.juro.2012.04.006

 17. Capitanio U, Cloutier V, Zini L, Isbarn H, Jeldres C, Shariat SF 
et al (2009) A critical assessment of the prognostic value of clear 
cell, papillary and chromophobe histological subtypes in renal cell 
carcinoma: a population-based study. BJU Int 103:1496–1500. 
https ://doi.org/10.1111/j.1464-410X.2008.08259 .x

 18. Karakiewicz PI, Trinh Q-D, Bhojani N, Bensalah K, Salomon 
L, de la Taille A et al (2007) Renal cell carcinoma with nodal 
metastases in the absence of distant metastatic disease: prognostic 
indicators of disease-specific survival. Eur Urol 51:1616–1624. 
https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.eurur o.2006.12.015

 19. Sun M, Bianchi M, Hansen J, Abdollah F, Trinh Q-D, Lughezzani 
G et al (2013) Nodal involvement at nephrectomy is associated 
with worse survival: a stage-for-stage and grade-for-grade analy-
sis: Regional metastases and RCC. Int J Urol 20:372–380. https 
://doi.org/10.1111/j.1442-2042.2012.03170 .x

 20. Joslyn SA, Sirintrapun SJ, Konety BR (2005) Impact of lymphad-
enectomy and nodal burden in renal cell carcinoma: retrospective 
analysis of the National Surveillance, Epidemiology, and End 
Results database. Urology 65:675–680. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.
urolo gy.2004.10.068

 21. Rose TL, Deal AM, Krishnan B, Nielsen ME, Smith AB, Kim 
WY et al (2016) Racial disparities in survival among patients with 
advanced renal cell carcinoma in the targeted therapy era. Cancer 
122:2988–2995. https ://doi.org/10.1002/cncr.30146 

 22. Renner A, Samtani S, Marín A, Burotto M (2009) Is cytoreduc-
tive nephrectomy still a standard of care in metastatic renal cell 

carcinoma. J Kidney Cancer VHL 6:1–7. https ://doi.org/10.15586 
/jkcvh l.2019.114

 23. Méjean A, Ravaud A, Thezenas S, Colas S, Beauval J-B, Bensalah 
K et al (2018) Sunitinib alone or after nephrectomy in metastatic 
renal-cell carcinoma. N Engl J Med 379:417–427. https ://doi.
org/10.1056/NEJMo a1803 675

 24. Ljungberg B, Bensalah K, Canfield S, Dabestani S, Hofmann F, 
Hora M et al (2015) EAU guidelines on renal cell carcinoma: 
2014 update. Eur Urol 67:913–924. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.eurur 
o.2015.01.005

 25. Aizer AA, Urun Y, McKay RR, Kibel AS, Nguyen PL, Choueiri 
TK (2014) Cytoreductive nephrectomy in patients with meta-
static non-clear-cell renal cell carcinoma (RCC): Cytoreductive 
nephrectomy in metastatic non-clear-cell RCC. BJU Int 113:E67–
74. https ://doi.org/10.1111/bju.12442 

 26. Ravaud A, Oudard S, De Fromont M, Chevreau C, Gravis G, 
Zanetta S et al (2015) First-line treatment with sunitinib for type 
1 and type 2 locally advanced or metastatic papillary renal cell 
carcinoma: a phase II study (SUPAP) by the French Genitouri-
nary Group (GETUG)†. Ann Oncol 26:1123–1128. https ://doi.
org/10.1093/annon c/mdv14 9

 27. Stenman M, Staehler M, Szabados B, Sandström P, Laurell A, 
Lindskog M et al (2019) Metastatic papillary renal cell carcinoma 
in the era of targeted therapy—a retrospective study from three 
European academic centres. Acta Oncol 58:306–312. https ://doi.
org/10.1080/02841 86X.2018.15375 05

 28. Waldert M, Haitel A, Marberger M, Katzenbeisser D, Ozsoy M, 
Stadler E et al (2008) Comparison of type I and II papillary renal 
cell carcinoma (RCC) and clear cell RCC. BJU Int 102:1381–
1384. https ://doi.org/10.1111/j.1464-410X.2008.07999 .x

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to 
jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

https://doi.org/10.1002/ijc.26031
https://doi.org/10.1002/ijc.26031
https://doi.org/10.1111/bju.12950
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.juro.2012.04.006
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1464-410X.2008.08259.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eururo.2006.12.015
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1442-2042.2012.03170.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1442-2042.2012.03170.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.urology.2004.10.068
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.urology.2004.10.068
https://doi.org/10.1002/cncr.30146
https://doi.org/10.15586/jkcvhl.2019.114
https://doi.org/10.15586/jkcvhl.2019.114
https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMoa1803675
https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMoa1803675
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eururo.2015.01.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eururo.2015.01.005
https://doi.org/10.1111/bju.12442
https://doi.org/10.1093/annonc/mdv149
https://doi.org/10.1093/annonc/mdv149
https://doi.org/10.1080/0284186X.2018.1537505
https://doi.org/10.1080/0284186X.2018.1537505
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1464-410X.2008.07999.x

	Comparison of survival outcomes in patients with metastatic papillary vs. clear-cell renal cell carcinoma: a propensity-score analysis
	Abstract
	Background 
	Methods 
	Results 
	Conclusions 

	Introduction
	Materials and methods
	Study population
	Variables definition
	Statistical analysis

	Results
	Descriptive analyses before propensity score matching
	Descriptive analyses after propensity score matching
	The effect of histological subtype on OS and CSS
	The effect of treatment modality on OS and CSS according to histological subtype

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	References




