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FOR YOUR PATIENTS WITH ADVANCED PROSTATE CANCER

WHY IS PSMA A KEY PHENOTYPIC BIOMARKER
IN ADVANCED PROSTATE CANCER?

Prostate-specific membrane antigen (PSMA) is overexpressed in >80%
of men with prostate cancer and can be detected by PSMA PET.1-3

PSMA is a diagnostic and potential therapeutic target,
enabling a phenotypic precision medicine approach to
treating advanced prostate cancer.1,4-6
Learn more at www.PhenotypicPrecisionMedicine.com.
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Optimization of every step
For optimal patient outcomes, clinicians require access
to imaging that ensures the most accurate diagnosis and
appropriate treatment management decisions.
Spectrum Dynamics has integrated its ground-breaking
Broadview Technology design into the VERITON-CT
system, providing a digital platform that handles routine
3D workflow in one place. The result is optimization of
every step, from image acquisition to interpretation.
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Heiko Schöder, MD, MBA
David M. Schuster, MD
Jessica Williams, CNMT, RT(N),
FSNMMI-TS
Harvey A. Ziessman, MD, FSNMMI
Ex ofﬁcio
Johannes Czernin, MD
Kathy S. Thomas, MHA, CNMT,
PET, FSNMMI-TS
Henry F. VanBrocklin, PhD, FSNMMI
Richard L. Wahl, MD, FACNM
Associate Director of Communications
Susan Alexander
Senior Copyeditor
Susan Nath
Senior Publications & Marketing Service
Manager
Steven Klein
Editorial Production Manager
Paulette McGee
Editorial Project Manager
Mark Sumimoto
Director of Communications
Rebecca Maxey
CEO
Virginia Pappas

MISSION STATEMENT: The Journal of Nuclear Medicine advances the knowledge and
practice of molecular imaging and therapy and nuclear medicine to improve patient care
through publication of original basic science and clinical research.
JNM (ISSN 0161-5505 [print]; ISSN 2159-662X [online]) is published monthly by
SNMMI, 1850 Samuel Morse Drive, Reston, VA 20190-5316. Periodicals postage is paid
at Herndon, VA, and additional mailing ofﬁces. Postmaster, send address changes to
The Journal of Nuclear Medicine, 1850 Samuel Morse Drive, Reston, VA 20190-5316.
The costs of publication of all nonsolicited articles in JNM were defrayed in part by
the payment of page charges. Therefore, and solely to indicate this fact, these articles are
hereby designated “advertisements” in accordance with 18 USC section 1734.
DISCLOSURE OF COMMERCIAL INTEREST: Johannes Czernin, MD, editor-inchief of The Journal of Nuclear Medicine, has indicated that he is a founder of Soﬁe
Biosciences and holds equity in the company and in intellectual property invented by him,
patented by the University of California, and licensed to Soﬁe Biosciences. He is also a
founder and board member of Trethera Therapeutics and holds equity in the company and
in intellectual property invented by him, patented by the University of California, and
licensed to Triangle. He also serves on the medical advisory board of Actinium Pharmaceuticals and on the scientiﬁc advisory boards of POINT Biopharma, RayzeBio, and Jubilant
Pharma and is a consultant for Amgen. No other potential conﬂicts of interest were reported.
Manuscripts submitted to JNM with potential conﬂicts are handled by a guest editor.
EDITORIAL COMMUNICATIONS should be sent to: Editor-in-Chief, Johannes Czernin,
MD, JNM Ofﬁce, SNMMI, 1850 Samuel Morse Drive, Reston, VA 20190-5316. Phone:
(703) 326-1185; Fax: (703) 708-9018. To submit a manuscript, go to https://submit-jnm.
snmjournals.org.
BUSINESS COMMUNICATIONS concerning permission requests should be sent to the
publisher, SNMMI, 1850 Samuel Morse Drive, Reston, VA 20190-5316; (703) 708-9000;
home page address: jnm.snmjournals.org. Subscription requests and address changes
should be sent to Membership Department, SNMMI at the address above. Notify the Society of change of address and telephone number at least 30 days before date of issue by
sending both the old and new addresses. Claims for copies lost in the mail are allowed
within 90 days of the date of issue. Claims are not allowed for issues lost as a result of insufﬁcient notice of change of address. For information on advertising, contact Team
SNMMI (Kevin Dunn, Rich Devanna, and Charlie Meitner; (201) 767-4170; fax: (201)
767-8065; TeamSNMMI@cunnasso.com). Advertisements are subject to editorial approval
and are restricted to products or services pertinent to nuclear medicine. Closing date is the
ﬁrst of the month preceding the date of issue.
INDIVIDUAL SUBSCRIPTION RATES for the 2022 calendar year are $603 within the
United States and Canada; $648 elsewhere. Make checks payable to the SNMMI. CPC
IPM Sales Agreement No. 1415158. Sales of individual back copies from 1999 through the
current issue are available for $60 at http://www.snmmi.org/subscribe (subscriptions@
snmmi.org; fax: (703) 667-5134). Individual articles are available for sale online at http://jnm.
snmjournals.org.
COPYRIGHT © 2022 by the Society of Nuclear Medicine and Molecular Imaging. All
rights reserved. No part of this work may be reproduced or translated without permission from
the copyright owner. Individuals with inquiries regarding permission requests, please visit
http://jnm.snmjournals.org/site/misc/permission.xhtml. Because the copyright on articles
published in The Journal of Nuclear Medicine is held by the Society, each author of accepted
manuscripts must sign a statement transferring copyright (available for downloading at
http://jnm.snmjournals.org/site/misc/ifora.xhtml). See Information for Authors for further
explanation (available for downloading at http://www.snmjournals.org/site/misc/ifora.xhtml).
The ideas and opinions expressed in JNM do not necessarily reﬂect those of the SNMMI or
the Editors of JNM unless so stated. Publication of an advertisement or other product
mentioned in JNM should not be construed as an endorsement of the product or the
manufacturer’s claims. Readers are encouraged to contact the manufacturer with any
questions about the features or limitations of the products mentioned. The SNMMI does
not assume any responsibility for any injury or damage to persons or property arising from
or related to any use of the material contained in this journal. The reader is advised to
check the appropriate medical literature and the product information currently provided by
the manufacturer of each drug to be administered to verify the dosage, the method and
duration of administration, and contraindications.

EDITOR-IN-CHIEF
Johannes Czernin, MD

University of California at Los Angeles
Los Angeles, California

IMMEDIATE PAST EDITOR
Dominique Delbeke, MD, PhD

Vanderbilt University Medical Center
Nashville, Tennessee

NEWSLINE EDITOR
Harvey A. Ziessman, MD
Takoma Park, Maryland

ASSOCIATE EDITORS, CONTINUING EDUCATION
Heiko Sch€oder, MD
Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center
New York, New York

H. William Strauss, MD

Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center
New York, New York

ASSOCIATE EDITORS
Ramsey Derek Badawi, PhD
UC Davis Medical Center
Sacramento, California

Henryk Barthel, MD, PhD
Leipzig University
Leipzig, Germany

Frank M. Bengel, MD

Hannover Medical School
Hannover, Germany

Lisa Bodei, MD, PhD

Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center
New York, New York

Irene Buvat, PhD

Universit$e Paris Sud
Orsay, France

J$er$emie Calais, MD

Richard P. Baum, MD, PhD

Ronald Boellaard, PhD

Ambros J. Beer, MD

Nicolaas Bohnen, MD

Bad Berka, Germany
Ulm, Germany

Francois Benard, MD
Vancouver, Canada

Thomas Beyer, PhD
Vienna, Austria

Andreas K. Buck, MD
W€
urzburg, Germany

Ignasi Carri$o, MD
Barcelona, Spain

June-Key Chung, MD
Seoul, Korea

Stefano Fanti, MD
Bologna, Italy

Markus Hacker, MD
Wien, Austria

Rodney J. Hicks, MD

Melbourne, Australia

Michael S. Hofman, MBBS
Melbourne, Australia

Ora Israel, MD
Haifa, Israel

Andreas Kjaer, MD, PhD, DMSc
Copenhagen, Denmark

Adriaan A. Lammertsma, PhD

Amsterdam, The Netherlands

Michael Lassman, PhD
W€
urzburg, Germany

Helmut R. M€acke, PhD
Freiburg, Germany

Wim J.G. Oyen, MD, PhD
Milan, Italy

John O. Prior, MD, PhD
Lausanne, Switzerland

Osman Ratib, MD, PhD
Geneva, Switzerland

Groningen, The Netherlands
Ann Arbor, Michigan

Wesley E. Bolch, PhD
Gainesville, Florida

Elias H. Botvinick, MD

San Francisco, California

Winfried Brenner, MD, PhD
Berlin, Germany

Richard C. Brunken, MD
Cleveland, Ohio

Ralph Buchert, PhD

Hamburg, Germany

Alfred Buck, MD

Menzingen, Switzerland

Denis B. Buxton, PhD
Bethesda, Maryland

Weibo Cai, PhD

Madison, Wisconsin

Federico Caobelli, MD
Basel, Switzerland

Giuseppe Carlucci, PhD

Los Angeles, California

Richard E. Carson, PhD

New Haven, Connecticut

Paolo Castellucci, MD
Bologna, Italy

Franscesco Ceci, MD, PhD
Turin, Italy

Juliano J. Cerci
Curitiba, Brazil

Delphine Chen, MD

Seattle, Washington

Xiaoyuan Chen, PhD
Singapore

Simon R. Cherry

Mike Sathekge, MBChB, MMed, PhD

Davis, California

Markus Schwaiger, MD

Rozzano, Italy

Andrew M. Scott, MD

Los Angeles, California

Nagara Tamaki, MD, PhD

Montreal, Canada

Jia-He Tian, PhD

Saskatoon, Canada

Ken Herrmann, MD, MBA

Mei Tian, MD, PhD

Boston, Massachusetts

Lale Kostakoglu, MD, MPH

EDITORIAL CONSULTANTS
Martin S. Allen-Auerbach, MD

University of California at Los Angeles
Los Angeles, California

Marcelo F. Di Carli, MD

Brigham and Women's Hospital
Boston, Massachusetts

Alexander E. Drzezga

University Hospital of Cologne
Cologne, Germany

Jan Grimm, MD, PhD

Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center
New York, New York
Universit€atsklinikum Essen
Essen, Germany
University of Virginia Health System
Charlottesville, Virginia

Jason S. Lewis, PhD

Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center
New York, New York

David A. Mankoff, MD, PhD
University of Pennsylvania
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

Wolfgang Weber, MD

Technical University of Munich
M€unchen, Germany

SERIES EDITOR, FOCUS ON MI
Carolyn J. Anderson, PhD

Pretoria, South Africa
M€
unchen, Germany

Peter M. Clark, PhD

Heidelberg, Australia

Christian Cohade, MD

Kyoto, Japan

Ekaterina (Kate) Dadachova, PhD

Beijing, China

Issa J. Dahabreh, MD

Hangzhou, China

Heike Elisabeth Daldrup-Link, MD, PhD

Los Angeles, California

Magnus Dahlbom, PhD

Los Angeles, California

Andrew Quon, MD

Los Angeles, California

Christiaan Schiepers, MD, PhD
Los Angeles, California

Daniel H. Silverman, MD, PhD
Los Angeles, California

Roger Slavik, PhD

Winterthur, Switzerland

University of Missouri
Columbia, Missouri

EDITORIAL BOARD
Diane S. Abou, PhD

SERIES EDITOR, HOT TOPICS
Heinrich R. Schelbert, MD, PhD

Valentina Ambrosini, MD, PhD

University of California at Los Angeles
Los Angeles, California

CONSULTING EDITORS
Nancy Knight, PhD

St. Louis, Missouri
Bologna, Italy

Norbert Avril, MD
Cleveland, Ohio

Shadfar Bahri

Los Angeles, California

University of Maryland School of Medicine
Baltimore, Maryland

Jacques Barbet, PhD

Mallinckrodt Institute of Radiology
St. Louis, Missouri

New York, New York

SUNY Downstate Medical Center
Scarsdale, New York

Pradeep Bhambhvani, MD

ASSOCIATE EDITORS (INTERNATIONAL)
Gerald Antoch, MD

Lausanne, Switzerland

Barry A. Siegel, MD

Arnold M. Strashun, MD

Dusseldorf, Germany

Arturo Chiti, MD

Saint-Herbalin, France

Bradley Jay Beattie, PhD
Matthias Richard Benz, MD
Los Angeles, California
Birmingham, Alabama

Angelika Bischof-Delaloye, MD
Christina Bluemel, MD
W€
urzburg, Germany

Stanford, California

Farrokh Dehdashti, MD
St. Louis, Missouri

Robert C. Delgado-Bolton, MD, PhD
Logro~
no, Spain

Thorsten Derlin, MD

Hannover, Germany

Elisabeth G.E. de Vries, PhD

Groningen, The Netherlands

David W. Dick, PhD
Iowa City, Iowa

Vasken Dilsizian, MD
Baltimore, Maryland

Sharmila Dorbala, MBBS

Lexington, Massachusetts

Jacob Dubroff, MD, PhD

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

Janet F. Eary, MD

Bethesda, Maryland

W. Barry Edwards, PhD
Columbia, Missouri

Matthias Eiber, MD
Munich, Germany

David Eidelberg, MD

Manhasset, New York

Georges El Fakhri, PhD
Boston, Massachusetts

Peter J. Ell, MD

London, United Kingdom

Keigo Endo, MD
Nantan, Japan

Einat Even-Sapir, MD, PhD
Tel Aviv, Israel

Frederic H. Fahey, DSc

Boston, Massachusetts

SAVE
THE
DATE

MARCH 10-12, 2022 • NEW ORLEANS, LA

Explore the Latest Innovations
and Clinical Applications in
Radiopharmaceutical Therapy
Register now to attend the SNMMI 2022 Therapeutics Conference, taking
place March 10-12 in New Orleans, LA.
As an attendee, you’ll have the opportunity to connect directly with an esteemed
group of experts and learn more about the latest innovations and clinical
applications in radiopharmaceutical therapy.

Topics include:
Operational Issues

Neuroendocrine Cancer

Radiation Safety and Research

Prostate Cancer

MIBG

Thyroid

Dosimetry

Future Strategies for
Radiopharmaceutical Therapy

Lymphoma/Leukemia

Join us in New Orleans, reconnect with colleagues, and be part of the discussion on
the future of personalized medicine.

Learn more and register today!

www.snmmi.org/TC2022

EDITORIAL BOARD, continued
Melpomeni Fani, PhD, MSc

Egesta Lopci, MD, PhD

Barry L. Shulkin, MD, MBA

Wolfgang Peter Fendler, MD

Katharina L€uckerath, PhD
Los Angeles, California

Yu Shyr, PhD

Basel, Switzerland
Essen, Germany

James W. Fletcher, MD
Indianapolis, Indiana

Amy M. Fowler, MD, PhD
Madison, Wisconsin

Kirk A. Frey, MD, PhD
Ann Arbor, Michigan

Andrei Gaﬁta

Los Angeles, California

Victor H. Gerbaudo, PhD, MSHCA
Boston, Massachusetts

Frederik L. Giesel, MD, PhD, MBA
D€usseldorf, Germany

Serge Goldman, MD, PhD
Brussels, Belgium

Stanley J. Goldsmith, MD
New York, New York

Martin Gotthardt, MD, PhD

Nijmegen, The Netherlands

Michael Graham, MD, PhD
Iowa City, Iowa

David Groheux, MD, PhD
Paris, France

Uwe A. Haberkorn, MD
Heidelberg, Germany

Mathieu Hatt, PhD, HDR
Brest, France

Wolf-Dieter Heiss, MD
Cologne, Germany

Karl Herholz, MD

Manchester, United Kingdom

Thomas F. Heston, MD
Las Vegas, Nevada

John M. Hoffman, MD
Salt Lake City, Utah

Carl K. Hoh, MD

San Diego, California

Jason P. Holland, DPhil
Zurich, Switzerland

Thomas A. Hope, MD

San Francisco, California

Roland Hustinx, MD, PhD
Liege, Belgium

Andrei H. Iagaru, MD
Stanford, California

Masanori Ichise, MD
Chiba, Japan

Heather A. Jacene, MD
Boston, Massachusetts

Hossein Jadvar, MD, PhD, MPH, MBA
Los Angeles, California

Francois Jamar, MD, PhD
Brussels, Belgium

Jae Min Jeong, PhD
Seoul, Korea

John A. Katzenellenbogen, PhD
Urbana, Illinois

Kimberly A. Kelly, PhD

Charlottesville, Virginia

Laura M. Kenny, MD, PhD

London, United Kingdom

Fabian Kiessling, MD
Aachen, Germany

E. Edmund Kim, MD, MS
Orange, California

Francoise Kraeber-Bod$er$e, MD, PhD
Nantes, France

Clemens Kratochwil, MD
Heidelberg, Germany

Kenneth A. Krohn, PhD
Portland, Oregon

Brenda F. Kurland, PhD

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

Constantin Lapa, MD
Augsburg, Germany

Suzanne E. Lapi, PhD

Birmingham, Alabama

Steven M. Larson, MD

New York, New York

Dong Soo Lee, MD, PhD
Seoul, Korea

Jeffrey Leyton, PhD

Sherbrooke, Canada

Hannah M. Linden, MD
Seattle, Washington

Martin A. Lodge, PhD
Baltimore, Maryland

Milan, Italy

Susanne L€utje, MD, PhD
Bonn, Germany

Umar Mahmood, MD, PhD
Boston, Massachusetts

H. Charles Manning, PhD
Nashville, Tennessee

Giuliano Mariani, MD
Pisa, Italy

Chester A. Mathis, PhD

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

Alan H. Maurer, MD

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

Jonathan McConathy, MD, PhD
Birmingham, Alabama

Alexander J.B. McEwan, MD
Edmonton, Canada

Yusuf Menda, MD
Iowa City, Iowa

Philipp T. Meyer, MD, PhD
Freiburg, Germany

Matthias Miederer, MD
Mainz, Germany

Erik Mittra, MD, PhD
Portland, Oregon

Christine E. Mona, PhD

Los Angeles, California

Dae Hyuk Moon, MD
Seoul, Korea

Jennifer Murphy, PhD

Los Angeles, California

Helen Nadel, MD, FRCPC
Stanford, California

Matthias Nahrendorf, MD, PhD
Boston, Massachusetts

Yuji Nakamoto, MD, PhD
Kyoto, Japan

David A. Nathanson, PhD
Los Angeles, California

Sridhar Nimmagadda, PhD
Baltimore, Maryland

Egbert U. Nitzsche, MD
Aarau, Switzerland

Medhat M. Osman, MD, PhD
Saint Louis, Missouri

Christopher J. Palestro, MD
New Hyde Park, New York

Miguel Hernandez Pampaloni, MD, PhD
San Francisco, California

Neeta Pandit-Taskar, MD
New York, New York

Michael E. Phelps, PhD

Los Angeles, California

Gerold Porenta, MD, PhD
Vienna, Austria

Sophie Poty, PhD

Montpellier, France

Edwin (Chuck) Pratt, PhD, MS Eng
New York, New York

Daniel A. Pryma, MD

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

Valery Radchenko, PhD
Vancouver, Canada

Caius G. Radu, MD

Los Angeles, California

Isabel Rauscher, MD
Munich, Germany

Nick S. Reed, MBBS

Glasgow, United Kingdom

Mark Rijpkema, PhD

Nijmegen, The Netherlands

Steven P. Rowe, MD, PhD
Baltimore, Maryland

Mehran Sadeghi, MD

West Haven, Connecticut

Orazio Schillaci, MD
Rome, Italy

Charles Ross Schmidtlein, PhD
New York, New York

David M. Schuster, MD
Atlanta, Georgia

Travis Shaffer, PhD

Stanford, California

Sai Kiran Sharma, PhD
New York, New York

Anthony F. Shields, MD, PhD
Detroit, Michigan

Memphis, Tennessee

Nashville, Tennessee

Albert J. Sinusas, MD

New Haven, Connecticut

Riemer H.J.A. Slart, MD, PhD
Groningen, The Netherlands

Piotr Slomka, PhD, FACC
Los Angeles, California

Ida Sonni, MD

Los Angeles, California

Michael G. Stabin, PhD
Richland, Washington

Lisa J. States, MD

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

Sven-Erik Strand, PhD
Lund, Sweden

Rathan M. Subramaniam, MD, PhD, MPH
Dunedin, New Zealand

John Sunderland, PhD
Iowa City, Iowa

Suleman Surti, PhD

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

Julie Sutcliffe, PhD

Sacramento, California

Laura H. Tang, MD, PhD
New York, New York

Ukihide Tateishi, MD, PhD
Tokyo, Japan

James T. Thackeray, PhD
Hannover, Germany

Mathew L. Thakur, PhD

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

Alexander Thiel, MD
Montreal, Canada

Daniel L.J. Thorek, PhD
St. Louis, Missouri

David W. Townsend, PhD
Singapore

Timothy Turkington, PhD
Durham, North Carolina

Gary A. Ulaner, MD, PhD
Irvine, California

David Ulmert, MD, PhD

Los Angeles, California

Christopher H. van Dyck, MD
New Haven, Connecticut

Douglas Van Nostrand, MD

Washington, District of Columbia

Patrick Veit-Haibach, MD
Toronto, Canada

Nerissa Viola-Villegas, PhD
Detroit, Michigan

John R. Votaw, PhD
Atlanta, Georgia

Richard L. Wahl, MD
St. Louis, Missouri

Anne Marie Wallace, MD
La Jolla, California

Martin A. Walter, MD
Geneva, Switzerland

Rudolf A. Werner, MD

Wuerzburg, Germany

Andreas G. Wibmer, MD
New York, New York

Anna M. Wu, PhD

Duarte, California

Randy Yeh, MD

New York, New York

Hyewon (Helen) Youn, PhD
Seoul, Korea

Pat B. Zanzonico, PhD

New York, New York

Brian M. Zeglis, PhD

New York, New York

Robert Zeiser, MD

Freiburg, Germany

Hong Zhang, MD, PhD
Hangzhou, China

Hongming Zhuang, MD, PhD
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

Sibylle I. Ziegler, PhD
Munich, Germany

ASSISTANT TO THE EDITOR
Joshua N. Wachtel
Los Angeles, California
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SNMMI is a 501 (c)(3) tax id 36-2496678. Your donation is tax deductible as per current
IRS regulations. Please remember SNMMI in your estate plans.
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Lu-FAP-2286 PTRT for adenocarcinoma: Baum and colleagues present ﬁrstin-humans results using 177Lu–ﬁbroblast
activation protein–2286 for peptide-targeted
radionuclide therapy in diverse advanced
adeno-carcinomas. . . . . . . . . . . Page 415

Biograph Quadra performance assessment:
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of the Biograph Vision Quadra PET/CT system
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additional assessments. . . . . . . . . . . Page 476

Radiotracers for GRPR imaging: Bratanovic
and colleagues synthesize ProBOMB2, a novel
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177
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dosimetry. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Page 485

O

n January 14 the SNMMI COVID-19 Task Force
released a statement on reports of an unusual imaging pattern seen in 18F-FDG PET/CT and 18F-FDG
PET/MR imaging that could be the result of COVID-19 Omicron infection. Unlike 18F-FDG PET/CT patterns seen with
infections from previous strains of COVID-19 with principal
involvement of the lungs, the new array of ﬁndings associated with Omicron are primarily centered in the upper aerodigestive tract and cervical lymph nodes. This includes
prominent, symmetric 18F-FDG uptake throughout the nasopharynx, oropharynx, and tonsils, with or without associated
18
F-FDG–avid cervical lymphadenopathy, particularly in the
suprahyoid neck. The Task Group reported that “based on
what we know about the Omicron variant, it is conceivable
that this pattern, whenever correlated with COVID-19 infection, is a result of the presently dominant Omicron strain.”
The Task Force recommended that this pattern be taken
into consideration at the time of 18F-FDG PET/CT interpretation and that the possibility of infection with the Omicron
variant of COVID-19 should be entertained in differential
diagnosis. Because this pattern can by no means be diagnostic of COVID-19 infection, the Task Force made the following recommendations:
1. Check the patient records to see if there is a recent
positive COVID-19 test.
2. Determine if the patient is at higher risk of COVID-19
infection based on current symptoms or due to recent
exposure or travel. If so, a recommendation can be
made to test for COVID-19 in the appropriate setting.
3. Compare with prior 18F-FDG PET/CT examinations and
the patient’s history to determine if this represents a
chronic inﬂammatory/reactive process or stable malignancy, such as lymphoma.
4. Various differential diagnostic possibilities should be
considered if this pattern is new or if there is interval

SNMMI COVID-19 Task Force members have observed an unusual imaging pattern on 18F-FDG PET/CT and 18F-FDG PET/MR imaging, including
symmetric 18F-FDG uptake throughout the nasopharynx, oropharynx, and
tonsils, with or without associated 18F-FDG–avid cervical lymphadenopathy, particularly in the suprahyoid neck. They reported that this pattern is a
possible result of COVID-19 infection with the Omicron variant.

progression, including, but not limited to, infection with
COVID-19, other viruses such as Epstein-Barr virus, malignancy, and bacterial infections.
5. This pattern may also be seen in children and younger
adults but should be interpreted cautiously in view of
normal increased activity that can be physiologic. Correlation with history and symptoms and comparison to
prior examinations are recommended.
Over the past 18 months, the SNMMI COVID-19 Task
Force has met regularly to monitor, support, educate, and
provide guidance to the nuclear medicine and molecular
imaging communities. The Task Force is led by Munir Ghesani, MD (Mount Sinai Health System; New York, NY).
SNMMI
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SNMMI Statement: Possible Effect of Omicron Infection
on 18F-FDG–Based Imaging
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CMS Proposes Medicare Coverage Policy for
Monoclonal Antibody–Based Alzheimer Treatment

O

n January 11 the U.S. Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS) released a proposed National
Coverage Determination (NCD) decision memorandum that would cover U.S. Food and Drug Administration
(FDA)–approved monoclonal antibodies that target b-amyloid
for the treatment of Alzheimer disease (AD) through coverage
with evidence development (CED). This means that FDAapproved drugs in this class would be covered for people with
Medicare only if they are enrolled in qualifying clinical trials.
Aducanumab (Aduhelm; Biogen, Inc. [Cambridge, MA]
and Eisai, Co., Ltd. [Tokyo, Japan]) is currently the only
monoclonal antibody directed against b-amyloid approved by
the FDA for treatment of AD. The FDA issued conditional
approval of the drug on June 7, 2021. At that time, Biogen
announced that the cost of the drug would be $56,000 per
year ($4,300/monthly infusion). Widespread public and scientiﬁc media coverage focused on the high cost, as well as on
efﬁcacy data and potential side effects. In November 2021,
CMS announced that Medicare Part B premiums would be
increased by almost 15% in 2022, citing the potential impact
of coverage for aducanumab as 1 of 5 factors in projected
costs. On December 20, Biogen announced a 50% reduction
in the price for aducanumab, to $28,000/year.

The January 11 announcement of the proposed NCD and
limited coverage of the drug included a 30-day period for public comment. After reviewing all comments received on the
proposed determination, CMS will announce its ﬁnal decision
by April 11, 2022. If the proposed NCD is ﬁnalized, CMS will
review each submitted clinical trial to determine whether speciﬁc criteria are met. All CMS-approved clinical trials would
be posted on the CMS Coverage website. In addition to CMSapproved trials, National Institutes of Health (NIH)–sponsored
clinical trials would be covered. Medicare patients participating
in these trials would be eligible to receive coverage of the drug,
related services, and other routine costs, which may include 1
b-amyloid PET scan if required by a clinical trial protocol.
“We believe that any appropriate assessment of patient
health outcomes must weigh both harm and beneﬁt before arriving at a ﬁnal decision,” said Lee Fleisher, MD, CMS Chief Medical Ofﬁcer and Director of the Center for Clinical Standards and
Quality. “Therefore, based on the public comments submitted
previously and evidence CMS reviewed, the potential for harm,
and important questions that remain, we have determined that
coverage with evidence development through clinical trials is the
right decision for Medicare patients, clinicians, and caregivers,
and we look forward to receiving feedback on the proposal.”

SNMMI Reacts to CMS Coverage Decision
On January 12 SNMMI released the following statement on the CMS proposed NCD, including the decision to cover
only 1 b-amyloid PET scan per patient in the approved trials:
In our ﬁrst round of comments to CMS, we stressed the greater beneﬁts of b-amyloid PET scans for early and accurate diagnosis of AD (compared to cerebrospinal ﬂuid and blood biomarkers). Currently, PET is the only FDA-approved
biomarker for identifying b-amyloid plaque.
Beta-amyloid PET is critical in the process of selecting patients who can beneﬁt from therapy with aducanumab.
Patients who are clinically thought to have AD but who show no evidence of brain amyloid in a PET scan do not have
AD; they very likely would not be helped by the drug, and they could be negatively affected by drug-related toxicities.
Although amyloid PET was not required by recent FDA prescribing information, the trials that led to approval of aducanumab required PET biomarker conﬁrmation of positive amyloid status before therapy.
National coverage of b-amyloid PET will increase patient access to this therapy and will also more clearly identify
patients who are amyloid negative and would not be eligible for most trials. Currently, 3 FDA-approved radiopharmaceuticals are approved for use with PET to identify b-amyloid plaque: 18F-ﬂorbetapir, 18F-ﬂutemetamol, and 18F-ﬂorbetaben.
Their very limited use currently is covered under CED through the New IDEAS Study, a successor to the IDEAS Study
that is focused on minority populations. Outside of this trial, however, these tracers are not covered by CMS.
We are concerned that CMS did not signiﬁcantly change their CED requirement for b-amyloid PET scans. This may
continue to limit access of patients to clinical trials of the drug. Removing the CED requirement would have been timely—
given the approval of aducanumab and the coverage of tau PET diagnostics as of January 1—and would also have helped
ensure equitable access to the new therapy. In addition, the current limited CMS coverage pays the provider far less than
the cost of the imaging agent, a situation that limits access to the scans for our most vulnerable populations.
SNMMI is continuing to review the proposed NCD and will be submitting comments to CMS. Our preliminary
thoughts are that CMS’s decision to cover AD therapy under CED is an incomplete solution rather than a productive resolution that would allow widespread and equitable patient access to monoclonal antibody therapy or clinical trials of
that treatment. We hope CMS will change its position in its ﬁnal decision, due in April 2022. The Society seeks broad
national coverage of the scans either by a positive NCD or at Medicare Administrative Contractor (MAC) discretion.
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T

he Nuclear Medicine Europe (NMEu) Emergency Response
Team alerted its stakeholders on January 24 to a
delay in the restart of the High-Flux Reactor (HFR)
(Petten, The Netherlands) that was expected to affect the supply
of 99Mo and 177Lu for medical uses. The reactor supplies 60%
of the European demand for these isotopes and 30% of the
worldwide need. According to the accompanying release, the
NMEu was informed by the Nuclear Research and Consultancy
Group (NRG), which operates the reactor, that the delay was
the result of discovery of a water leak in the reactor beam tube
cooling system. Neither workers nor the general public was
said to be at risk, and the reactor remained in safe standby status
pending investigation of the cause of the leak. Inspections of
difﬁcult-to-access piping were performed but were not informative. Additional inspections were planned, and the NRG project

team was in place to identify remedial actions and enable the
reactor to return to service after regulatory review and
approval. Targets had been scheduled to be irradiated in the
HFR reactor during the week of January 24 for both 99Mo
and 177Lu production, and the delay affected the supply of
these radioisotopes. Medical institutions were advised to contact their radioisotope suppliers to determine speciﬁc impacts
on orders. On January 31, NRG provided an update and noted
that investigators had listed options for restoring functionality
and intended to select an approach in early February. A target
date for HFR restart, however, could not be provided. Some
shortages of 99Mo/99mTc were termed inevitable, with additional reports of effects on supplies of 177Lu and 131I.
Nuclear Research and Consultancy Group

FDA Guidance on Patient Engagement in Medical
Device Clinical Studies
On January 25 the U.S. Food and Drug Administration
(FDA) issued 2 ﬁnal guidance documents containing recommendations for including patient perspectives in medical
device clinical studies. Drafts issued in 2019 were modiﬁed
by public comment and expert input to create the ﬁnal documents. “Patient Engagement in the Design and Conduct of
Medical Device Clinical Studies” describes how device developers, sponsors, and industry can voluntarily use patient engagement to improve clinical study design and conduct;
provides examples of approaches to consider when device
developers, sponsors, and industry wish to incorporate patient
advisor input in clinical studies; describes which patient engagement activities are generally not considered by the FDA
to constitute an activity subject to FDA regulations regarding
institutional review boards; and clariﬁes how sponsors can
receive feedback from the FDA on plans to voluntarily include
patient advisors’ input on their clinical studies. The FDA
encouraged patient engagement in medical device clinical studies in appropriate circumstances, but the recommendations are
nonbinding. The document provides an overview of the potential value, challenges, and potential solutions related to involving patient advisors in the design and conduct of clinical
studies. Entities considering incorporating such input in medical device clinical studies were encouraged to engage in early
interactions with FDA and to obtain feedback from the relevant
FDA ofﬁce/division on appropriate design and any applicable
regulatory requirements. The guidance states “FDA believes appropriate patient engagement may lead to improved efﬁciency

and quality in the design and conduct of medical device clinical
studies and greater uptake of results by patients and providers
when making treatment decisions about a legally marketed medical device, ultimately leading to earlier U.S. patient access to
beneﬁcial medical devices.”
The second guidance, “Principles for Selecting, Developing,
Modifying, and Adapting Patient-Reported Outcome Instruments for Use in Medical Device Evaluation,” describes principles that may be considered for instruments that capture and
measure patient-reported outcomes; provides recommendations
about the importance of ensuring that these instruments are
suited to the purposes to which they are applied; and outlines
best practices for selecting, developing, modifying, or adapting
a patient-reported outcome instrument for use in medical device
evaluation. In the document summary, FDA noted that “to further integrate patient voices throughout the total product life
cycle of medical devices, it is important to consider concepts
important to patients in the regulatory evaluation and surveillance
of medical devices. Well-designed patient-reported outcome instruments facilitate incorporating patient perspectives as scientiﬁc
evidence to support regulatory and health care decision-making.”
The guidance is intended to help ensure that patient-reported outcome instruments are developed, modiﬁed, adapted, and used in
evaluation of medical devices in ways that generate “relevant,
reliable, and sufﬁciently robust data to assess outcomes of importance to patients, regulators, and health care providers.”
U.S. Food and Drug Administration
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SNMMI Launches Radiopharmaceutical Therapy
Centers of Excellence Program

S

NMMI announced in February the launch of a program offering nuclear medicine facilities the opportunity to qualify as designated and certiﬁed Centers
of Excellence in Radiopharmaceutical Therapy. The centers
will meet strict regulatory, training, qualiﬁcation, experience, and performance criteria to help assure patients, their
families, referring physicians, and payers that rigorous procedures are in place and followed, leading to appropriate patient
selection and outcomes from radiopharmaceutical therapy.
“Our goal with this program is to ensure that patients have
reliable access to high-quality radiopharmaceutical therapy
that is well integrated into their pathways of care and delivered by highly qualiﬁed therapy teams at technically qualiﬁed
sites,” said Richard Wahl, MD, SNMMI President. “These
teams will be led by physicians appropriately trained in
nuclear medicine who will act as ‘nuclear oncologists’, working across disciplines to provide the right treatment with the
most advanced and evidence-based approaches tailored to the
needs of each patient.”
Designation as an SNMMI-recognized Radiopharmaceutical Therapy Center of Excellence will be a visible and
prestigious sign that each site: carefully evaluates patients
for suitability for radiopharmaceutical therapy, including
in-person assessments in a clinical setting; that treatment
providers are suitably qualiﬁed by training, experience,
appropriate board certiﬁcation, and continuing medical education to deliver the relevant radiopharmaceutical therapy
and to use relevant imaging methods and equipment to
assess patients before, during, and after treatment; that
patients will receive follow-up care with deep engagement
by the treating physicians and/or the broader therapy team;
and that total patient care will be supported by a team of
experts in nuclear medicine and molecular imaging, pathology, endocrinology, urology, social work, physics, and other
relevant care domains. Three levels of designation will be
awarded to qualifying sites.
Registered Therapy Site designation is intended mainly
for those sites that administer only 1 type of radiopharma-
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ceutical therapy. This designation does not require a registration fee.
Clinical Radiopharmaceutical Therapy Center of Excellence designation will be awarded to sites with experience
administering multiple radiopharmaceutical therapies and at
which procedure frequency is sufﬁciently high in relevant
imaging methods and therapy procedures to assure continued excellence as evidenced by experience. Care teams at
these sites will include physicians certiﬁed to read nuclear
medicine studies and certiﬁed nuclear medicine technologists. Detailed site requirements include speciﬁcations for
board and professional certiﬁcations for team members and
modality/technology access.
Comprehensive Radiopharmaceutical Therapy Center of
Excellence designation will indicate sites that are leading
growth in the ﬁeld. These centers will have experience
administering multiple radiopharmaceutical therapies, supported by established care teams in at least 2 speciﬁc disease
areas. These sites will also be actively involved in radiopharmaceutical therapy research, patient education, and provision of quality improvement and continuing medical
education. Detailed requirements for the members of care
teams and their appropriate certiﬁcation and training are
also included.
All 3 designated site types will be listed on the SNMMI
Therapy Centers of Excellence portal, accessible to patients
seeking treatment. Designations are valid for 2 years. Sites
meeting the Center of Excellence criteria will receive certiﬁcates and door/window stickers with the designation. “It is
our hope that this effort establishes a widely respected ‘gold
standard’ by which prospective patients, colleagues in other
disciplines, and the wider community can recognize quality
and continued excellence in the rapidly advancing ﬁeld of
radiopharmaceutical therapy,” said Dr. Wahl.
Additional information and detailed requirements for
each type of designation are available at: https://www.
snmmi.org/RPTCoE.
SNMMI
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Call the Nuclear Oncologist
Richard L. Wahl, MD, SNMMI President

T

he ﬁeld of nuclear medicine began with a focus on
therapy. Early applications of radiopharmaceutical therapy included the pioneering efforts of the sometimes
forgotten Anastas Kocarev, a Macedonian physician who
worked with Marie Curie on radium therapies in the 1920s. In
1941, 131I was used for the therapy of thyroid disease by
Dr. Saul Hertz and colleagues. Early nuclear medicine physicians included endocrinologists, with a focus on thyroid disease,
and internists, among others. The inventions of the rectilinear
scanner, gamma camera, PET, and PET/CT imaging, as well as
development of innovative radiopharmaceuticals utilizing radioisotopes such as 99mTc and 18F, changed the trajectory of
nuclear medicine to a more diagnostic path. Now, with the continuing growth and evolution of radiopharmaceutical therapies—such as those developed for non-Hodgkin lymphoma,
paragangliomas, neuroendocrine tumors, and bone metastases in
castration-resistant prostate cancer—and the promise of new
prostate-speciﬁc membrane antigen targeting agents in prostate
cancer, as well as the growth in a-emitter treatments, we see
nuclear medicine moving at accelerating speed back toward its
therapeutic roots.
Our Practices Will Change and Evolve
Patients undergoing the broad range of cancer therapies are
often under the care of a multidisciplinary team of specialists
that frequently includes medical, surgical, interventional, and
radiation oncologists. In addition, pathologists and nuclear
medicine practitioners play important roles. As the new radiopharmaceutical therapies become more and more commonplace, the makeup of teams will expand, and roles will take
shape and crystallize. Nuclear medicine must be a key and integral part of these treatment teams.
Nuclear medicine professionals have been the innovators
and are currently most often the experts leading radiopharmaceutical therapy globally, but this may not always be the case.
With so many professionals experienced and trained in closely
related disciplines, there is ample opportunity for others to
assume a growing role in radiopharmaceutical therapy. In the
future, our role could grow further, but it could also be a more
modest role—it all depends on the path we take and how we
plan for that future.
We Need To Move Now To Define Our Path
If we are to stay critically involved in leadership in this
new, fast-moving area of medicine, nuclear medicine physicians need to maintain a clearer and more distinct proﬁle for
the public and within health care. We need to be recognized
as the specialists to whom cancer patients are sent for

evaluation for radiopharmaceutical
therapy and, if appropriate, treatment.
We must clearly be expert and recognized for our competence in radiopharmaceutical therapy of cancer. We
need to take deﬁnitive action.
In May 2020, the SNMMI board
of directors approved the term “nuclear
oncologist” to deﬁne a nuclear medicine physician who works with radioRichard L. Wahl, MD
nuclide therapies. One cannot be a
nuclear oncologist without being a nuclear medicine physician,
because the nuclear medicine body of knowledge is essential to
the role. To transition from nuclear medicine specialists to
nuclear oncologists, however, several steps must be taken.
First: Understand the Overall Cancer Management
Paradigm
First, nuclear medicine professionals need to understand
the bigger picture. We need to know how to better manage
patients with cancer—not only with nuclear therapies but also
with non-nuclear therapies. We need to take on a bigger role in
the management and oversight of cancer patients; we need to
take increased ownership of patients’ well-being while they are
under our care. We need to understand all the care options and
how they ﬁt together: which options are best under which circumstances? Where does radiopharmaceutical therapy ﬁt into
that landscape, given the remarkable evolution of nonradioactive cancer therapies of a variety of types in the “precision
medicine” revolution?
Next: New Knowledge, Experience and Training
To achieve that new level of understanding, nuclear
oncologists will need wider exposure, an expanded body of
knowledge, and additional/reﬁned training. For example, we
will need to gain more in-depth knowledge about the speciﬁc diseases that utilize both radiopharmaceutical and nonradioactive therapies. We will need increased involvement
in medical, surgical, interventional, and radiation oncology
to understand how information from nuclear medicine and
molecular imaging impacts and interacts with other therapies. Increased involvement in multidisciplinary conferences
can help to achieve this goal to understand new elements of
research and care.
To have full command of this information, changes will
likely be needed in nuclear medicine training programs,
which must continue to evolve. There has been a push to
(Continued on page 17N )
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Brookhaven National Lab 75th
Anniversary
The U.S. Department of Energy (DOE)
Brookhaven National Laboratory (BNL;
Upton, NY) on January 27 held a livestreamed seminar as a launch event in
celebration of its 75th y. The virtual
event featured a panel discussion, including Haiyan Gao, PhD, Associate Lab
Director, Nuclear and Particle Physics;
John Hill, PhD, Director, National Synchrotron Light Source II; and Allison
McComiskey, PhD, Chair, Environmental and Climate Sciences, who
shared their visions for the future of
particle physics, climate science, quantum information science, and more.
The panel answered questions from a virtual audience through YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter.
Primarily supported by the DOE
Ofﬁce of Science, BNL is a multidisciplinary laboratory with 7 Nobel Prize–winning discoveries, 37 R&D 100 Awards,
and 75 y of pioneering research. The lab
was founded in 1947 with a post–World
War II goal to explore peaceful applications of atomic energy. BNL today
applies its expertise and world-class facilities to a wide range of scientiﬁc questions, from the fundamental forces of
physics to complex interactions of ecosystems and the environment. The laboratory’s almost 3,000 scientists, engineers,
and support staff are joined each year by
more than 5,000 visiting researchers from
around the world. 99mTc was ﬁrst developed at BNL in the 1950s, and in 1976
the lab synthesized and developed
18
F-FDG for initial medical imaging. The
Brookhaven Linac Isotope Producer today
produces many medical isotopes for both
imaging and therapy research and continues to develop new ones. Learn more
about BNL research initiatives at https://
www.bnl.gov/science/.
Brookhaven National Laboratory
CMS Funding 1,000 New
Residency Slots
The Centers for Medicare & Medicaid
Services (CMS) on December 17 issued a
ﬁnal rule that includes funding for additional
medical residency positions in hospitals
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serving rural and underserved communities. The Fiscal Year (FY) 2022 Inpatient
Prospective Payment System ﬁnal rule
established policies to distribute 1,000
new Medicare-funded physician residency
slots to qualifying hospitals, phasing in
200 slots per year over 5 y. CMS estimates that funding for the additional residency slots, once fully phased in, will
total approximately $1.8 billion over the
next 10 y. As part of implementation of
the Consolidated Appropriations Act
(CAA, 2021), this is the largest increase
in Medicare-funded residency slots
in more than 25 y. Additional sections of
the CAA being implemented promote
increased training in rural areas and graduate medical education payments to hospitals meeting certain criteria. In allocating
these new residency slots, CMS will prioritize hospitals with training programs in
areas demonstrating the greatest need for
providers, as determined by Health Resources and Services Administration data.
The ﬁrst round of 200 residency slots was
announced at the end of January and will
begin with the start of the academic year
on July 1, 2023.
“Doctors are most likely to practice
in the areas where they do their residencies. Having additional residents train in
the very areas that need the most support
can not only bolster the numbers of providers in these underserved areas but also
train them with a unique understanding of
the speciﬁc needs of these communities,”
said Meena Seshamani, MD, PhD, Director of the CMS Center for Medicare.
For the relevant CMS fact sheet, see
https://www.cms.gov/newsroom/factsheets/ﬁscal-year-fy-2022-medicarehospital-inpatient-prospective-paymentsystem-ipps-ﬁnal-rule-comment.
Centers for Medicare &
Medicaid Services

CDRH Health of Women Program Strategic Plan. Originally proposed for public feedback in 2019, the plan lays out
the framework to advance the FDA
mission by protecting and promoting
the health of women, strengthening regulatory science, and identifying and
addressing current and emerging issues
in medical device research and regulation for the health of all women.
“Now, more than ever, we need to
understand the implications sex and gender present for the performance of medical
devices in all individuals,” said Cornelison.
“The CDRH Health of Women program is
a comprehensive, collaborative, landmark
program built on the premise that both sex
and gender have a considerable impact on
a woman’s overall health, not just their
reproductive or sexual health. With patients
at the heart of this initiative, and with the
strategic plan as a blueprint for the center’s
priorities, Health of Women intends to
ensure all women have access to innovative, safe, and effective medical devices.”
The CDRH Health of Women program was created in 2016 to address the
steadily growing importance of sex- and
gender-speciﬁc issues arising from medical technology design and development,
clinical trial design, and other medical
device–related matters. The new plan
prioritizes the patient experience and
leverages partnerships across CDRH to
establish a portfolio of women-speciﬁc
device efforts and strategize around
gap areas to inform research. Cornelison outlined 3 main priorities: sex- and
gender-speciﬁc analysis and reporting,
an integrated approach for current and
emerging issues related to the health of
women, and creation of a research
roadmap.
FDA Center for Devices and
Radiological Health

FDA CDRH Health of Women
Strategic Plan
On January 18, Terri Cornelison, MD,
PhD, Chief Medical Ofﬁcer and Director
of the Health of Women Program at the
Center for Devices and Radiological
Health (CDRH) of the U.S. Food and
Drug Administration (FDA) shared the

DOE Isotope R&D Training
The U.S. Department of Energy (DOE)
announced in December $2 million in
funding to establish a ﬁrst-of-its-kind traineeship program in isotope research and
development, production, and processing.
The effort will be led by Texas A&M University (College Station) serving as the
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produces critical isotopes in short supply.
The isotopes produced have applications
in medicine, national security, domestic
and global industry, and discovery research.
“The DOE Isotope Program supports novel isotope production and processing activities at a suite of world-class
facilities throughout the federal complex
and at universities,” said Jehanne Gillo,
PhD, Director of the DOE Isotope
Program. “To ensure a strong and
innovative program in the future, it is
critical to nurture a broad and diverse
workforce.”
The ITC collaboration aims to promote innovative and transformative
approaches to isotope production and

processing through leveraging advances
in manufacturing, artiﬁcial intelligence,
machine learning, and robotics. The
team will recruit a diverse population of
$20 undergraduate and 10 graduate students from the 14 degree-granting sites,
develop a collaborative network and
variety of in-person and virtual training
mechanisms, establish peer-support
groups and peer-to-peer mentoring,
provide training for mentors, and
assist in trainee career advancement.
The program will train participants in
isotope science through coursework
as well as research and isotope production experiences within the DOE
Isotope Program.
U.S. Department of Energy

(Continued from page 15N)
shortened curricula to increase the size of the workforce.
Such training may have limitations if it is not cancer
focused. Our colleagues in interventional radiology have recently evolved into an independent specialty, and those who
do more oncology-focused practice identify themselves as
“interventional oncologists.” We could take the same
approach with a self-designated “nuclear oncologist” moniker for those nuclear medicine physicians who function in
the radiopharmaceutical therapy/oncologic imaging domain.
But for a comprehensive understanding of nuclear oncology,
a cancer-focused training curriculum—which could include
an additional year of training in the form of a nuclear oncology fellowship—may be necessary. A speciﬁc certiﬁcation
could also help set nuclear oncologists apart, recognizing
them for their excellence.

Should we take these steps to ensure our place in the
future of radiopharmaceutical therapy? If we do not, our
role in radiopharmaceutical therapies may become limited
and possibly entail only a brief interaction with a patient. If
we do take these steps, we can feel conﬁdent that the nuclear
oncologist’s body of knowledge is sufﬁcient to deliver the
best care to patients with cancer. As well-qualiﬁed nuclear
oncologists, we can ensure our continued seat at the cancer
therapy table—in many instances sitting at the head of that
table. Nuclear medicine physicians have long been and will,
with appropriate action, remain the innovators in radiopharmaceutical therapies, deﬁning therapy into the future and
advancing the relevance of our ﬁeld. If we evolve as nuclear
oncologists, we will drive this important ﬁeld forward for
our profession and, most important, for our patients.
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Isotope Traineeship Coordination (ITC) site
in collaboration with a team of 17 institutions—14 institutions of higher education
(8 of which are Minority Serving Institutions) and 3 DOE/National Nuclear Security Administration national laboratories
(Argonne National Laboratory, Lemont,
IL; Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory, CA; and Los Alamos National
Laboratory, NM). This investment is
intended to boost exposure to the ﬁeld
of isotope science and accelerate the
time usually required for a junior scientist to enter the workforce.
The workforce bolstered through this
investment makes contributions daily by
supporting the activities of the DOE Isotope Program, a key federal program that
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FROM THE LITERATURE
Each month the editor of Newsline
selects articles on diagnostic, therapeutic, research, and practice issues from
a range of international publications.
Most selections come from outside the
standard canon of nuclear medicine
and radiology journals. These briefs
are offered as a monthly window on the
broad arena of medical and scientiﬁc
endeavor in which nuclear medicine
now plays an essential role. The lines
between diagnosis and therapy are
sometimes blurred, as radiolabels are
increasingly used as adjuncts to therapy
and/or as active agents in therapeutic
regimens, and these shifting lines are
reﬂected in the briefs presented here.
We have also added a small section on
noteworthy reviews of the literature.
68

Ga-PSMA-11 vs 131I in
Thyroid Cancer

Pitalua-Cortes et al. from the National
Cancer Institute (Mexico City, Mexico)
and the Universidad Aut$onoma de Bucaramanga (Colombia) reported in the December 22 issue of Frontiers in Endocrinology
(Lausanne) (2021;12:794759) on a comparison of 68Ga–prostate-speciﬁc membrane antigen (PSMA)–11 and 131I in the
follow-up of well-differentiated metastatic
thyroid cancer. The retrospective study
included 10 patients (8 women, 2 men;
mean age, 58 6 11.6 y) who underwent
posttherapeutic 131I whole-body scanning
and SPECT/CT, as well as 68Ga-PSMA-11
PET/CT imaging. A total of 64 metastatic
lesions were analyzed (67% papillary,
33% follicular), with 58% of metastatic
lesions in bone, 17% in lung, 8% in
lymph nodes, 5% in the postoperative
thyroid bed, 5% in brain, and 7% in other
sites. 68Ga PSMA-11 PET/CT identiﬁed
all 64 lesions, whereas 131I SPECT/CT
identiﬁed only 55. Lesions not detected
by 131I SPECT/CT were in the lung
(44.4%), brain (22.2%), postoperative
thyroid bed (11.1%), lymph nodes
(11.1%), and bone (11.1%). Although
observer agreement was high for both
tracers, it was almost 100% for 68Ga
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PSMA-11 PET/CT. The authors concluded that the superior performance of
68
Ga-PSMA PET/CT for metastatic
lesion detection when compared with
131
I SPECT/CT suggests that PSMAbased imaging could possibly be used
for early identiﬁcation of radioiodine
refractory disease. They added that, in
addition to avoiding some of the challenges of 131I-based follow-up, PSMA
uptake values may both expedite diagnoses and provide a rationale for development of theranostic applications.
Frontiers in Endocrinology
(Lausanne)
Integrating PSMA PET in
NCTN Trials
In an article published on January
11 ahead of print in the Journal of
Clinical Oncology, Sch€oder and members of the National Cancer Institute
(NCI) Clinical Imaging Steering Committee (CISC) Prostate-Speciﬁc Membrane Antigen (PSMA) PET Working
Group reported on the results of an
expert review and survey of challenges
to clinical use of PSMA. The working
group was tasked with identiﬁcation of
these challenges across various clinical
scenarios and development of consensus recommendations on most effectively integrating PSMA PET into
National Clinical Trials Network (NCTN)
studies. In this article, the group identiﬁed challenges in stage migration,
response assessment, trial logistics, and
statistical analysis and offered proposed
solutions. The report was also informed
by the results of an anonymous, openended survey about these challenges,
as well as serial overviews of related
clinical trials. The authors discussed
implications for patient selection and
deﬁnition of study end points and provided guidance and potential solutions
for different clinical scenarios, particularly with regard to best practices in
deﬁning eligibility criteria and outcome
measures.
Journal of Clinical Oncology

THE JOURNAL OF NUCLEAR MEDICINE

'

Vol. 63

'

No. 3

'

March 2022

PET 1 MRI in Symptomatic
Carotid Stenosis
Gianotti, from University College
Dublin, and colleagues from Mater Misericordiae University Hospital, St. Vincent’s University Hospital, Connolly
Hospital, St. James Hospital, Trinity
College Dublin, and Beaumont Hospital
and Royal College Surgeons Ireland (all
in Dublin, Ireland) reported on December 23 in Frontiers in Neurology (2021;
12:731744) on a study investigating the
association of selected imaging characteristics of plaque vulnerability measured with 18F-FDG PET and MRI in
patients with symptomatic carotid stenosis. The study included 25 patients
($50 y old, mean age, 65 y; 72% men,
28% women) from a larger clinical trial
who had experienced an ischemic
stroke or motor/speech/vision transient
ischemic attack within the last 30 d,
had ipsilateral internal carotid artery
stenosis ($5.0% lumen narrowing); and
had undergone carotid PET/CT angiography and MRI. MRI imaging quantiﬁed morphologic features of plaque
instability. In addition to inﬂammationrelated metabolism as represented by
SUVmax on PET, data from CT- and
MRI-assessed plaque volume were compared. Plaque volume was greater in men
(1,708–1,286 mm3), patients who had
experienced strokes (1,856–1,440 mm3),
and non-statin users (1,325–1,797 mm3).
PET SUVmax values were directly associated with MRI-measured plaque lipidrich necrotic cores in the corresponding
axial slices and inversely associated
with whole-plaque ﬁbrous cap thickness and calcium volume. The authors
concluded that these novel correlations of noninvasive imaging biomarkers of inﬂammation-related plaque metabolism and morphologic MRI
markers of plaque instability “may support the application of combined MRI
and PET to detect vulnerable plaque in
future clinical practice and randomized
trials.”
Frontiers in Neurology

In an article in the January 12 issue
of JAMA Cardiology, Hanneman et al.
from the University of Toronto (Canada) and the University of Cologne
(Germany) reported on a study investigating myocardial metabolic changes
early after recovery from COVID-19
using 18F-FDG PET and correlating
these changes with abnormalities in cardiac MRI–based function and tissue
characterization measures and with inﬂammatory blood markers. The study,
which took place between November
2020 and June 2021, included 47 patients (24 women, 23 men; mean age
43 y), who were an average of 67 d
(616 d) post-COVID 19 diagnoses at
the time of combined PET/MRI imaging and blood marker evaluation. Most
patients (85%) had not been hospitalized during acute stages of infection.
Eight patients (17%) were found to
have focal 18F-FDG uptake on PET
consistent with myocardial inﬂammation and were asked to return for repeat
assessment 2 mo later. Patients with
focal 18F-FDG uptake were found on
combined imaging to have higher regional T2, T1, and extracellular volume,
higher prevalence of late gadolinium
enhancement, lower left ventricular ejection fraction, worse global longitudinal
and circumferential strain, and higher
systemic inﬂammatory blood markers,
including interleukin 6, interleukin 8,
and high-sensitivity C-reactive protein.
In these patients, PET/MRI ﬁndings
and inﬂammatory blood markers resolved or improved at 2-mo follow-up
assessment. The authors concluded that
these “imaging ﬁndings are generally
consistent with an imaging phenotype
with good prognosis; however, it does
emphasize the importance of studies
examining the longer-term effects of
COVID-19 on the heart.”
JAMA Cardiology
11

C-PABA PET in Bacterial
Infection
Ordonez et al. from the Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine

(Baltimore, MD) and the University of
California San Francisco reported on
January 11 in JCI Insight (2022;7[1]:
e154117) on the use of 11C-paraaminobenzoic acid (11C-PABA) PET imaging
for detection and monitoring of pyogenic bacterial infections in a range of
clinically relevant animal models and
healthy human participants. In a rabbit
model of experimentally induced myositis with E. coli or S. aureus, 11CPABA PET was able to selectively
localize sites of infection and differentiate these from sterile inﬂammation. In a
prosthetic joint model in rabbits, 11CPABA PET successfully detected
prosthetic-related methicillin-resistant
S. aureus infection. 11C-PABA PET
also correctly detected involved sites
in bone in rats infected with S. aureus.
No adverse or clinically detectable pharmacologic effects were noted in biodistribution and radiation dosimetry studies
in 5 healthy human volunteers, and
the tracer was rapidly cleared from
most organs. The authors concluded
that “11C-PABA has the potential for
clinical translation to detect and localize a broad range of bacteria” and
called for additional clinical studies in
patients with conﬁrmed infections to
evaluate the role of 11C-PABA PET
imaging in diagnosing and monitoring
bacterial infections.”
JCI Insight
PET MTV and
Rhabdomyosarcoma Prognosis
In an article published on January
14 in PLoS One (2022;17[1]:e0261
565), Fayolle et al. from Toulouse Purpan University Hospital, Curie Institute/PSL Research University (Paris),
the L$eon B$erard Cancer Centre (Lyon),
and the Toulouse Paul Sabatier University–INSERM (all in France) reported
on a multicenter study of the utility of
pretreatment 18F-FDG PET–derived
metabolic tumor volumes (MTVs) in
providing prognostic information in
pediatric patients with rhabdomyosarcoma. MTV in the study was deﬁned
as the sum of the primary tumor and
the largest metastasis (where relevant)
with a 40% threshold of the primary

tumor SUVmax. The prognostic values of
SUVmax, SUVpeak, and bone lysis were
also evaluated. The study included 101
patients (62 boys, 39 girls; median age,
7.4 y) with localized disease (n 5 35),
regional nodal spread (n 5 43), or distant metastases (n 5 23). A total of 44
patients had alveolar subtypes. The researchers found that an MTV . 200
cm3 was associated with a 2.5-factor
increased risk of death or disease progression. SUVmax, SUVpeak, and bone
lysis also were correlated with both overall and progression-free survival. The
authors concluded that “given the therapeutic challenges in a pediatric population, with the risk of developing secondary toxicities, our study brings an
additional argument to include metabolic
PET parameters in the decision-making
trees for the management of rhabdomyosarcoma. And it could help to adapt
patients’ therapeutic management.”
PLoS One
Consensus Statement:
Postoperative 131I in DTC
Pacini et al. from the University of
Siena (Italy), University Hospital Essen/
University Duisburg-Essen (Germany),
University of Pisa (Italy), Maria Skłodowska-Curie National Research Institute
of Oncology (Gliwice, Poland), Gustave
Roussy Cancer Campus and University
Paris-Saclay (Villejuif, France), University Hospital Marburg (Germany), and
Radboud University Medical Center
(Nijmegen, The Netherlands) provided
on January 1 in the European Thyroid
Journal (2022;11[1]:e210046) a European Thyroid Association Consensus
Statement intended to deliver rational
recommendations for indications for
postoperative radioiodine therapy in differentiated thyroid cancer tailored to the
speciﬁc goals of these indications and
the needs of each patient. The 8 recommendations addressed the questions
of which patients are candidates for
which form of radioiodine therapy, appropriate activities of radioiodine for
speciﬁc scenarios, and optimal preparation methods. The authors recommended
individual risk-based assessment of candidates for postoperative 131I treatment.
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They added that because this consensus statement was based largely on
retrospective studies in which biases
could not be excluded, “the only way
to scientiﬁcally compare 2 treatment
modalities and to exclude biases is
to perform randomized prospective
studies,” which they termed “clearly
feasible.”
European Thyroid Journal
PET and Immunotherapy
Discontinuation in Melanoma
In an article published online on January 9 ahead of print in the International
Journal of Cancer, Ellebaek et al. from
Copenhagen University Hospital (Herlev,
Denmark) reported on a study of the clinical value of routine 18F-FDG PET imaging
as a decision-assisting tool for early immunotherapy discontinuation in advanced
melanoma. The retrospective study
included data from 140 patients in the
Danish Metastatic Melanoma Database.
Patients treated with an anti-PD-1–based
regimen for ,18 mo and who had
experienced $4 mo without disease
progression after stopping treatment
were included. Serial 18F-FDG PET/CT
had evaluated these patients as having partial or complete responses. Patients were
divided into “elective” and “toxicity”
groups, depending on the reasons for
which their treatment had been discontinued. Over a median 29.3-mo follow-up, a
higher percentage of patients remained
alive in the elective group (93%) than in
the toxicity group (75%), with improved
melanoma-speciﬁc survival. Patients without 18F-FDG–avid lesions when treatment
was discontinued showed improved
melanoma-speciﬁc survival. In multivariate analysis, the absence of lesions was
the only independent predictive feature of
improved melanoma-speciﬁc survival.
The authors concluded that patients with
metastatic melanoma who obtain an
early response and discontinue immunotherapy early “have an excellent prognosis, especially in the absence of 18F-FDG
PET–avid lesions when discontinuing
treatment.” They added that “these data
support
the
option
of
early
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discontinuation, limiting possible overtreatment and thereby toxicity, health, and
economic expenses and improving
logistics.”
International Journal of Cancer
PET/CT in Untreated
Multiple Myeloma
Li et al. from the Second Hospital of
Anhui Medical University (Hefei, People’s Republic of China) reported on January 9 ahead of print in Clinical and
Experimental Medicine on a systematic
review and metaanalysis of the prognostic
value of 18F-FDG PET/CT at diagnosis
and before treatment in patients with multiple myeloma. The researchers systematically reviewed the major medical literature databases for relevant articles, with a
resulting study set of 16 qualifying
articles including 2,589 patients. Statistical analyses indicated that PET/CT has
an excellent prognostic role in multiple
myeloma and that higher SUVmax,
more focal lesions, and extramedullary disease at the time of diagnosis were associated with poor overall and progressionfree survival. Similar results were seen in
most subgroup analyses. The authors concluded that “pretreatment 18F-FDG PET/
CT examination has prognostic value for
myeloma patients and has guiding signiﬁcance for clinical treatment.”
Clinical and Experimental Medicine
Predicting
Chemoimmunotherapy
Outcomes in NSCLC
In an article in the January 9 issue
of Therapeutic Advances in Medical
Oncology (2022;14:17588359211068
732), Kim et al. from Yonsei University College of Medicine (Seoul and
other sites in the Republic of Korea)
evaluated whether imaging biomarkers
of 18F-FDG PET/CT and routinely
assessed clinical and laboratory values
were associated with clinical outcomes
in patients with advanced non–small
cell lung cancer (NSCLC) receiving
pembrolizumab plus platinum-doublet
chemotherapy as ﬁrst-line treatment.
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The retrospective study included 52
patients with advanced disease who
underwent 18F-FDG PET/CT before
beginning treatment. Over a median
follow-up period of 16.7 mo (range,
15.7–17.7 mo), 43 (82.7%) patients
experienced disease progression and 31
(59.6%) died. An objective response to
treatment was seen in 23 (44.2%). After
analysis, SUVmax, metabolic tumor volume, total lesion glycolysis, and bone
marrow-to-liver uptake ratio on PET/
CT, as well as neutrophil-to-lymphocyte
ratio in laboratory analyses, were independently and signiﬁcantly predictive of
treatment response, progression-free survival, and overall survival. The authors
concluded that these results suggest the
potential of these variables as “effective
markers for combined PD-1 blockade
and chemotherapy” in patients with
NSCLC.
Therapeutic Advances in Medical
Oncology
SSTR Expression and PET/CT
in Pancreatic NENs
Majala et al. from Turku University
Hospital/University of Turku and Helsinki
University Hospital/University of Helsinki
(both in Finland) reported in the December 29 issue of Cancers (Basel)
(2021;14[1]:162) on a study designed to
correlate immunohistochemical tissue levels of somatostatin receptors 1–5 with
receptor density as seen in 68Ga-DOTANOC uptake on PET/CT in a prospective
series of patients with nonfunctional
pancreatic neuroendocrine neoplasms
(PNENs). The study included 21 patients
with a total of 35 such lesions and with
21 lymph node metastases on histologic analysis who underwent both 68GaDOTANOC and 18F-FDG PET/CT
imaging. Twenty patients proceeded to
surgery, and 1 underwent endoscopic
ultrasonography and core-needle biopsy.
His-tology and PET/CT ﬁndings were
correlated. Expression of SSTR1 was detected in 74% of lesions, SSTR2 in 91%,
SSTR3 in 80%, SSTR4 in 14%, and
SSTR5 in 77%. SSTR2 immunohistochemistry signiﬁcantly correlated with

Ga-DOTANOC PET/CT ﬁndings. All
Ga-DOTANOC–avid tumors expressed
SSTR2, SSTR3, or SSTR5. SSTR5
expression was associated with low Ki67 proliferation, possibly associated with
better prognoses. The authors noted that
“further prospective studies, in larger
tumor series, are needed to study the
correlation of SSTR expression proﬁle
with 68Ga-labeled SST and 18F-FDG
PET/CT for the personalized management of PNEN patients.”
Cancers (Basel)
68

Interim Report on the
GastroPET Study
In an article in the January 5 issue of
Therapeutic Advances in Medical Oncology (2022;13:17588359211065153), Obermannova et al. from Masaryk Memorial
Cancer Institute (Brno), Charles University and General University Hospital
(Prague), University Hospital Olomouc,
and University Hospital Brno (all in the
Czech Republic) reported on the methodology, study design, and initial patient
safety data for GastroPET, a large multicenter phase II trial assessing an 18FFDG PET/CT preoperative treatment
strategy for localized esophagogastric
junction adenocarcinoma, with the R0
resection rate as a primary endpoint. The
report included data on the ﬁrst 63 patients
enrolled. Patients with locally advanced
esophagogastric junction adenocarcinoma
(Siewert I–III) stages Ib–IIIc underwent
baseline PET/CT scanning and repeat
imaging after 14 d of oxaliplatinum-5FU(docetaxel) chemotherapy. Response
was deﬁned as a $35% decrease in
SUVaverage from baseline. Responders
(n 5 35) were then continued on the
same chemotherapy for 2–3 mo before
surgery. Management for nonresponders
(n 5 28) was changed to preoperative
chemoradiotherapy (weekly carboplatin
and paclitaxel with concurrent radiotherapy [45 Gy in 25 fractions]). In addition
to initial reporting on feasibility, the study
group compared local and centralized
reading of imaging results. At the time of
this report, 47 patients (28 responders,

19 nonresponders) had completed surgery. Grade 3 or higher postoperative
complications were reported in 5 responders and 2 nonresponders (no statistical difference). Two patients died after surgery,
1 in each arm of the study. Centralized
and local image interpretations of changes
in SUV were 100% concordant. The
authors noted that these results conﬁrm
“the accuracy of a PET response–guided
treatment algorithm for locally advanced
esophagogastric junction cancer in a multicenter setting” and that preoperative
treatment adaption based on PET/CT
appeared to be feasible and safe.
Therapeutic Advances in Medical
Oncology
68

Ga-PSMA-11 PET/CT and
Glial Tumors
Kunikowska et al. from the Medical
University of Warsaw, Poznan University of Medical Sciences, National Centre
for Nuclear Research (Otwock), and the
Maria Skłodowska-Curie National
Research Institute of Oncology (Warsaw;
all in Poland) reported on January 13 in
Science Reports (2022;12[1]:652) on a
study using 68Ga–prostate-speciﬁc membrane antigen–11 (68Ga-PSMA-11) PET/
CT to study PSMA expression in recurrent glial tumors. The study included 34
patients (ages, 44.5 6 10.3 y) with suspected recurrence of histologically conﬁrmed grade III (n 5 6) and grade IV
(n 5 28) gliomas. All patients underwent
both contrast-enhanced MR and 68GaPSMA-11 PET/CT imaging. PET/CT
was positive in all areas indicated as suspicious for recurrence on MR, and recurrence was conﬁrmed by histopathology
and/or follow-up imaging. Median
SUVmax for tumors was 6.5 (range, 0.9–
15.6) and SUVmean was 3.5 (range,
0.9–7.5). The median target-to-background
ratio was 152 (range, 15–1,400), and
median target-to-liver background ratio
was 1.3 (range, 0.2–2.6). No signiﬁcant
differences were found in PET/CT parameters between grades III and IV. The
authors concluded that because treatment
options in recurrent glioma are limited,

this observation may point to therapeutic
innovations using radiolabeled agents targeting PSMA.
Science Reports
PET/CT in Neurofibromatosis
Type 1
In an article published online on January 13 ahead of print in the Journal of
NeuroOncology, Geitenbeek et al. from
University Medical Center Utrecht, Erasmus Medical Center Cancer Institute
(Rotterdam), and Maastricht University
Medical Center (all in The Netherlands)
reported on the diagnostic accuracy and
value of 18F-FDG PET/CT in detecting
malignant peripheral nerve sheath tumors
(MPNSTs) in adult and pediatric patients
with neuroﬁbromatosis type 1. The retrospective study included 60 patients, all of
whom underwent PET/CT and in whom
70 tumors were identiﬁed (10 MPNSTs
and 60 benign peripheral nerve sheath
tumors [BPNSTs]; 40 in females, 30 in
males; 15 in children, 55 in adults). Over
a mean follow-up of 3.5 6 1.6 y at the
time of the report, 7 MPNST patients
and 4 BPNST patients had died. The
authors developed a diagnostic algorithm
for PET/CT ﬁndings. They identiﬁed
ideal threshold values of 5.8 for SUVmax
(sensitivity 70%, speciﬁcity 92%), 5.0
for SUVpeak (sensitivity 70%, speciﬁcity
97%), 1.7 for maximum tumor-to-liver
ratio (TLmax) (sensitivity 90%, speciﬁcity 86%), and 2.3 for TLmean (sensitivity 90%, speciﬁcity 79%). A standard
TLmean threshold value of 2.0 yielded a
sensitivity of 90% and speciﬁcity of
74%, and the standard SUVmax threshold value of 3.5 yielded a sensitivity of
80% and speciﬁcity of 63%. SUVmax
and adjusted SUV for lean body mass
were somewhat lower in children, but
TL ratios were similar in the 2 groups.
Using thresholds of TLmean . 2.0 or
TLmean , 2.0 1 SUVmax . 3.5, the
authors’ algorithm achieved sensitivity
of 100% and speciﬁcity of 63%. They
concluded that these semiquantitative
PET markers “offer acceptable diagnostic accuracy for detecting malignant
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transformation of peripheral nerve
sheath tumors in neuroﬁbromatosis type
1,” adding that the potential differences
between uptake values of adults and
children did not impact the diagnostic
algorithm.
Journal of NeuroOncology
Reviews
Review articles provide an important way to stay up to date on the latest
topics and approaches through valuable
summaries of pertinent literature. The
Newsline editor recommends several general reviews accessioned into the PubMed
database in December and January. In an
article e-published on January 10 in
Geburtshilfe
und
Frauenheilkunde
(2022;82[1]:50–58), Unger et al. from
Universit€atsklinikum Freiburg and the St.
Vincentius Kliniken (Karslruhe, both in

22N

Germany) provided a structured overview
of “Expression of prostate speciﬁc membrane antigen (PSMA) in breast cancer.”
Taralli et al. from the Fondazione Policlinico Universitario Agostino Gemelli
IRCCS (Rome), S. Orsola-Malpighi
University Hospital (Bologna), Azienda
Ospedaliera San Camillo Forlanini
(Rome), and the Universit"a Cattolica del
Sacro Cuore (Rome, all in Italy) summarized data on “The prognostic value of
18
F-FDG PET imaging in staging in
patients with malignant pleural mesothelioma: A literature review” on December
22 in the Journal of Clinical Medicine
(2021;11[1]:33). In an article published
on January 17 ahead of print in the British Journal of Haematology, El-Galaly
et al. from Aalborg University (Denmark), the BC Cancer Centre for
Lymphoid Cancer/University of Brit-
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ish Columbia (Vancouver, Canada),
Sir Charles Gairdner Hospital (Perth, Australia), and the University of Western Australia asked “Pretreatment total metabolic
tumour volumes in lymphoma: Does
quantity matter?” Bidakhvidi et al. from
University Hospitals Leuven (Belgium)
reviewed on December 28 in Cancers
(Basel) (2021;14[1]:129) “Peptide receptor radionuclide therapy targeting the
somatostatin receptor: Basic principles,
clinical applications, and optimization
strategies.” In the December 31 issue of
the International Journal of Molecular
Sciences (2021;23[1]:474), Ben-Shalom
et al. from Tel Aviv Sourasky Medical
Center, Weizmann Institute of Science
(Rehovot), and Tel Aviv University (all in
Israel) reported on “The role of molecular
imaging as a marker of remyelination and
repair in multiple sclerosis.”
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Health Care and Nuclear Medicine in France
A Conversation Between Dominique Le Guludec, Johannes Czernin, and J$er$emie Calais
Dominique Le Guludec1, Johannes Czernin2, and J$er$emie Calais2
1

Hospital Bichat, Paris, France; and 2Ahmanson Translational Theranostics Division, Department of Molecular and Medical
Pharmacology, David Geffen School of Medicine, University of California Los Angeles, Los Angeles, California

J

ohannes Czernin, editor in chief of The Journal of Nuclear
Medicine, and J$er$emie Calais, associate editor, talked with Dominique Le Guludec, president of the Haute Autorit$e de Sant$e (HAS;
French High Authority of Health). In this position, appointed by the
president of the Republic of France, she chairs the HAS scientiﬁc deliberative board and is responsible for overseeing the
institution’s strategic planning and ensuring programming and
implementation of various legislative assignments. Before her current appointment, Dr. Le Guludec headed the Nuclear Medicine
Department (1993–2017) and Medical Imaging Unit (2006–2011)
at the Bichat Hospital (Paris) and presided over the board of directors for the French National Institute of Radioprotection and
Nuclear Safety (IRSN; 2013–2017).
After cardiology residency training early in her career, Dr. Le
Guludec specialized in biophysics and nuclear medicine at the
University Paris–Diderot teaching hospital, Bichat. Her research
interests and training led her to manage Bichat’s Department of
Nuclear Medicine and Medical Imaging Unit as well as the
INSERM (National Institute of Health and Medical Research)
Research Cardiovascular Imaging Team, which was responsible
for running several national and European innovation programs in
molecular imaging and nanotechnology.
In addition to academic and medical practice roles, Dr. Le
Guludec held various administrative roles throughout her career,
including as president of the Medical Establishment Commission of University Hospitals Paris Nord. She also undertook scientiﬁc responsibilities at the international level as president of
the Cardiovascular Committee of the European Association of
Nuclear Medicine (EANM; 2002–2006), member of the European Council of Nuclear Cardiology (2005–2013), and member
of the EANM Executive Committee (2011–2013). In September
2021 she was appointed vice president of the Heads of Agencies
Group, which convenes 20 public health technology assessment
bodies across Europe.
Dr. Calais: It’s a great honor to speak with you. When we saw
each other the last time in 2016 you were the chair of the Department
of Nuclear Medicine and Biophysics at the Bichat University Hospital
in Paris. Since then, you’ve become president of the French HAS. We
asked you to participate in this discussion because your career path
from nuclear medicine to a national leadership position is inspiring.
Can you tell us a bit about your career?

COPYRIGHT © 2022 by the Society of Nuclear Medicine and Molecular Imaging.
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Dr. Le Guludec: I did not start out
as a nuclear medicine physician. I
began as a clinical cardiologist. I maintained a weekly outpatient consultation
for cardiac patients throughout my career
until quite recently. At the time of my
university fellowship and assistant professorship in cardiology, I did 2 years
of research in the Department of
Molecular Imaging at the Commissariat "a l’Energie Atomique et aux Ener- Dominique Le Guludec,
gies Alternatives Hospital in Orsay.
MD, PhD
I worked on various quantitative PET
imaging approaches, including receptor imaging, which was very
innovative at that time. This was the origin of my interest in nuclear
medicine and molecular imaging. I subsequently started training in
nuclear medicine and never regretted it. In the beginning I
focused mostly on research and clinical nuclear cardiology but
expanded my scope and eventually covered all aspects of diagnostic and therapeutic nuclear medicine. Finally, in 1988, I took
a position in the Department of Nuclear Medicine and Biophysics at Bichat University Hospital, which at the time had only a
single-detector g-camera. This was a challenge, but, over time,
we created a strong and robust program. When I left to become
president of HAS in 2017, the nuclear medicine department of
Bichat hospital had become a fairly large department, with 3
SPECT systems, 1 PET/CT, and 1 PET/MR in installation. I
fought for expansion of equipment, space, and medical and nonmedical staff to bring both the clinical department and research
unit to a high level to match the quality of the university
hospital.
Dr. Czernin: In Europe, trainees and faculty need to combine
research with clinical work. It’s a little different in the United
States, where research is often conducted by people with limited
clinical responsibilities, so that they have time for research. What
about the life/work balance, as they call it now? How can young
MDs do high-level research and provide excellent clinical service
at the same time?
Dr. Le Guludec: In France, we have 2 categories of doctors:
those who have a university position and conduct research, teaching, and clinical activities; and others, who are focused on the
clinic and are not expected to do academic research. In my group,
we decided that it was good for everyone to do both clinical work
and research—but this could be clinical, applied, or preclinical
research. Depending on individual preferences, they could do more
or less clinical or fundamental research.
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Dr. Czernin: What does the clinical service look like?
Dr. Le Guludec: Some physicians provide only nuclear medicine services, whereas others focus on nuclear cardiology, oncology, or endocrinology. But there is a lot of collaboration, a strong
team spirit, and constant communication and exchanges about
patient cases. Although individuals have speciﬁc interests, everyone is involved in everything.
Dr. Calais: One of your main career achievements is that
you built a successful academic and clinical department.
What about all the other responsibilities you took on, like at
the National University Council or the IRSN. How did this
happen?
Dr. Le Guludec: I never looked for these functions; they were
the results of unplanned opportunities. Maybe women do less
career planning than men—I never planned anything. When some
of my professional attempts were successful, I was asked to do
more. I was on the faculty board for my university and was the
only woman in that group for a long time. I had major responsibilities for the medical commission of a group of 7 big hospitals in
Paris. I was asked to serve as the chair of the board of directors of
the IRSN in 2013, when the former chair became president of
HAS. She then became the Minister of Health and proposed my
name to the French government to take over at HAS. This has
become the most challenging assignment I’ve ever taken on.
It’s full-time (actually full-time 3 3!). Why did I choose to
move? I gave it quite a lot of thought before jumping into this
new challenge. First, nuclear medicine gave me a very broad
view of medicine, which is good for what is expected at HAS.
In addition, as I approached the end of my university career, it
was time to let my successor take the department lead at the

must cover all nuclear medicine content and, of course, radiation protection and biophysics, as well as other related clinical ﬁelds.
Dr. Czernin: Are you speciﬁcally training residents for
research?
Dr. Le Guludec: When residents and fellows joined my department, I asked them to work toward a master of science degree,
because even for clinical nuclear medicine training, basic science
knowledge is very important. They also had to learn how to read
and write scientiﬁc papers and how to ask the right questions. All
residents at Bichat have done master of science degrees, and some
have gone on to complete PhDs.
Dr. Calais: Including some research methodology in the
training curriculum will beneﬁt nuclear medicine as a whole.
At UCLA, I had the opportunity to participate in the translation
of prostate-speciﬁc membrane antigen–targeted radiopharmaceuticals from research into clinical care. By interacting with
the regulatory institutions, the Food and Drug Administration,
insurance companies, Medicare, and the guideline committees,
we learned what was required and the kinds of evidence
needed for regulatory approval and reimbursement. The large
volume of data available in PubMed from what were mostly
retrospective studies was not helpful in meeting the evidence
criteria. What is your position and that of HAS on evidence
generation?
Dr. Le Guludec: Nuclear medicine is often coming in with
small, not very well-designed studies while competing with
very strong specialties and industry. A product such as a radionuclide agent for therapy is competing with big pharma and
with very expensive drugs. Clinical research has to be much

``Nuclear medicine and health care are great fields to be pursued with great passion. I have never been bored one
day in my life.´´
hospital. Finally, it was the last opportunity in my life to
change my career completely.
Dr. Calais: Driven by research interests, you made a choice to
move from cardiology to nuclear medicine. Do you think you
would have grown the same way if you had stayed in cardiology?
In nuclear medicine you gained a very speciﬁc expertise.
Dr. Le Guludec: I never thought about it in that way. On the
contrary, I have the feeling that nuclear medicine is very broad in
its applications. Some cardiologists are focused on cardiology and
only cardiology. But when you do nuclear medicine you have to
deal with oncology, infections, cardiology, neurology, etc. It gives
you a very broad overview of medicine.
Dr. Czernin: Can we talk about your view of nuclear medicine residency programs and the differences between the standing of nuclear medicine in Europe and the United States? What
is the curriculum in France, how long is the training, and what
are the priorities?
Dr. Le Guludec: Training has changed a lot. When I started
in the 1980s, it was possible to train in 2 specialties simultaneously. Today physicians have to choose a specialty at the
beginning of residency, just after medical school. It’s a pity,
because nuclear medicine could be seeded by various specialties and provide opportunities for cardiologists, oncologists,
endocrinologists. This would enrich the ﬁeld. Today 4 years
of training are required in which, theoretically, the trainee
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stronger and better structured to be competitive. At HAS, we
are evaluating many new and very innovative drugs. Nuclear
medicine has a strong place, but we have to demonstrate that
properly.
Dr. Czernin: You talked about the different subsections of
nuclear medicine that you integrate. Can you comment on the current development of theranostics in academic departments as well
as in clinical practice? How available are the new theranostic
approaches in France?
Dr. Le Guludec: For a long time, nuclear medicine developed approaches mostly for imaging and subsequent treatment
of neuroendocrine tumors and, more recently, prostate cancer.
The HAS has to evaluate and validate all products for reimbursement. Often the nuclear medicine data are weak in proving superiority over other treatments. The ﬁeld of nuclear
medicine and theranostics must do a much better job in coming up with high-quality evidence to support therapeutic or
diagnostic tools.
Dr. Calais: In your view, who is going to do theranostics? Who
does the treatments? Medical oncologists, radiation oncologists,
or nuclear medicine physicians? In the United States, it’s much
more open than in France. How important is the independence of
nuclear medicine? In the United States, it’s actually usually a division of radiology. How important is independence within increasingly integrated health-care systems?
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Dr. Le Guludec: Nuclear medicine has a very speciﬁc
knowledge base and very speciﬁc competence. Whereas 90%
of radiology is still very anatomic, nuclear medicine now has a
functional and mostly molecular approach. It’s impossible not
to collaborate, so we have to be open. We should not be afraid
to be eaten because we are small. We have a very speciﬁc
expertise, and no one can do it in our place. So, in my view,
there is no risk. The risk for us is in not being able to prove
our added value sufﬁciently.
Dr. Czernin: Let’s talk about HAS for a moment. The agency
is dealing with an enormous variety of regulatory and legislative issues that range from being responsible for all measures
taken against coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19), to device
approvals, to drug approvals, to training issues, to physician
competence, and more. Can you describe the main roles of this
agency?
Dr. Le Guludec: We are not a government agency. I am nominated by the president of France, after approval by the equivalents
of the Congress and Senate, but HAS is an authority that is independent of political decisions. It is a scientiﬁc agency that advises
the government, which can take or leave the advice. Mostly they
accept the advice. Why? Because we develop recommendations
based on science and consensus, we gain legitimacy. But this
notion of independence from politics and from the industry lobby
is important: we have very strict rules about conﬂicts of interest
for our experts, for all of us. This is critically important in the eyes
of our citizens.
We have 3 big tasks aimed at improving quality in the health
system: to assess and appraise all medical products and devices
and procedures; to make all recommendations for good practice for professionals and establish all guidelines for diseases
and for public health, including prevention and screening
(e.g., we are currently working on lung cancer screening
guidelines); and to measure and improve quality in hospitals,
clinics, private practice, social, medical/social, elder care, and
so on.
These are separate departments, but it gives us quite a complete
view of the health system. For instance, all health institutions (private or public) must be certiﬁed by HAS. The public system pays
for these certiﬁcations at no cost to the institutions.
Dr. Calais: You told us that your annual budget is e60 million,
but given the enormous tasks to be completed by your 440 coworkers, is this sufﬁcient?
Dr. Le Guludec: We work with many external experts. Working groups include 1 or 2 people from HAS, but the members are
external experts. So, HAS provides the structure, but we work
with many more people. We have thousands of experts working
with us.
Dr. Czernin: There is a misconception in America about
European health-care systems, which are often called socialist. I wanted to go into some of the speciﬁc differences between
these systems. What are the priorities of the French system?
You mentioned one already: disease prevention and overall
health.
Dr. Le Guludec: We are very committed here to equity. All
people must have equal access to care, which is considered a
human right. Much effort is put into delivering the same quality of
care and access to health care for everyone in France. This is not
easy, because, as in the United States, there are parts of the country where doctors don’t want to go to. We also have a shortage of
doctors, nurses, and technicians.

Dr. Czernin: Physicians make much more money if they work
for private entities. Is the health care provided by private practice
also available for everyone, or do patients have to have additional
private insurance to cover the costs?
Dr. Le Guludec: In France, out-of-pocket payments account
for 8% of all health spending. So, it is very little. These outof-pocket costs are related to speciﬁc domains—dental and
so on—that are not so well reimbursed. The great majority
of health care is reimbursed either by national or private
insurance.
Dr. Czernin: In the United States, out-of-pocket contributions
accounted for 12% in 2018—double the percentage in France.
Overall U.S. health-care expenditure was around $3.8 trillion in
2018, meaning that out-of-pocket payments accounted for close
to $400 billion. That’s an enormous stress for many patients. In
which direction is France moving? Is it set in stone that the system will remain focused on equity, or is it trending more toward
for-proﬁt?
Dr. Le Guludec: French people are very attached to their
public health care as it is now. We have presidential elections
next year, and none of the candidates plan to touch the public
system of health care. It’s written in our DNA. The French
health-care system is beautiful but, of course, with many imperfections. Yet, if you ask French citizens, they are not ready to
move to private. They prefer to pay more taxes for health but to
keep this system.
Dr. Czernin: There must be something good about the French
system, because I compared the life expectancy data for France
and the United States. The French live 7 years longer.
Dr. Le Guludec: There are many differences in the way we
live—in the way we eat, for example. The health system is not the
only determinant of life expectancy. It is one of the components
but not the only one.
Dr. Czernin: We have minorities and large immigrant populations, as well as poverty. We have large groups of patients who
are underserved. France also has immigrants. How is health care
covered for immigrants?
Dr. Le Guludec: There is a solidarity fund that covers
health care for all. If immigrants are living in France and are
paid in France, they get health care like everybody else. Illegal
immigrants have limited access. If they go to the hospital, they
will be treated but will not receive screening or preventive
health care.
Dr. Calais: We are also interested to know how COVID-19 has
affected your work.
Dr. Le Guludec: It has been quite tricky. We have a fairly
robust way of working. We apply scientiﬁc rigor, transparency, independence, and are a “consensus machine.” But this
process takes time. With COVID-19, we had to move toward
very quick evaluations, which raised the level of uncertainty.
That’s not so easy for the teams here, but they did very well. I
think we helped as much as we could in this crisis, and we are
still doing that.
Dr. Calais: You emphasized the time that it takes to analyze and
achieve consensus. Misconceptions and mistrust are high among the
general population about recommendations coming from the government. One of the reasons is that people believe that we, as experts,
should know everything. We need to communicate transparently
about those things that we don’t know. False statements induce so
much long-term damage. What does COVID-19 teach us about the
perception of science, which has been degraded in the public
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estimation and where one can say anything, whether it’s true or
not? What can be done to restore trust?
Dr. Le Guludec: We recently held a very large symposium
about scientiﬁc expertise in crisis. This is an important discussion. We don’t communicate enough; we must be very transparent during this crisis. We did a lot of work with journalists,
because they were completely lost. We were speaking one day
about viral testing and the next day about serologic testing, and
this created confusion. So, we had many sessions to explain
these and other topics: What is a diagnostic test? What information do we get from serum tests? Why is this test better than
another? I believe that HAS has not been contested in its evaluations in this crisis. Of course, we have the conspiracy theorists
and antivaccine groups who don’t hear anything. But the large
majority of the population had conﬁdence in what we were telling them.
Dr. Calais: We are coming to the end of this discussion. Let me
return to nuclear medicine. As a national health-care leader in
France, what is your view on the future of nuclear medicine and
theranostics?
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Dr. Le Guludec: I am very optimistic about the future of nuclear
medicine. Its potential is enormous. Nuclear medicine has to rethink
its evaluation processes and provide evidence that its innovations
change outcomes. The competition is tough. The ﬁeld has to understand and apply the rules of clinical product development for therapy
and also for imaging. HAS is currently changing the process in
France to have medical imaging in general reviewed by a new group
dedicated to diagnostic products rather than by the same group that
evaluates therapeutics. So, we are proposing a new way to evaluate
all diagnostic procedures. We will have to put that into law, which is
a ﬁght in which I hope to succeed before the end of my mission here.
Dr. Calais: That’s great to hear. This would be of great beneﬁt
to nuclear medicine. Do you have a ﬁnal message for young people in our ﬁeld?
Dr. Le Guludec: Nuclear medicine and health care are great
ﬁelds to be pursued with great passion. I have never been bored
one day in my life.
Dr. Calais: That is the best message. We thank you very much
for providing us and our readers with your insights into nuclear
medicine and global health-care issues.
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The History of Prostate-Speciﬁc Membrane Antigen as a
Theranostic Target in Prostate Cancer: The Cornerstone Role
of the Prostate Cancer Foundation
Andrea K. Miyahira and Howard R. Soule
Science Department, Prostate Cancer Foundation, Santa Monica, California

Prostate-speciﬁc membrane antigen (PSMA) is a credentialed imaging
and therapy (theranostic) target for the detection and treatment of
prostate cancer. PSMA-targeted PET imaging and molecular radiotherapy are promising evolving technologies that will improve the outcomes of prostate cancer patients. In anticipation of this new era in
prostate cancer theranostics, this article will review the history of
PSMA from discovery through early- and late-stage clinical trials.
Since 1993, the Prostate Cancer Foundation has funded critical and
foundational PSMA research that established this theranostic revolution. The history and role of Prostate Cancer Foundation funding in
this ﬁeld will be discussed.
Key Words: theranostics; prostate cancer; PSMA; PET imaging;
molecular radiotherapy
J Nucl Med 2022; 63:331–338
DOI: 10.2967/jnumed.121.262997

T

he Prostate Cancer Foundation (PCF) was established in
1993 as CaP CURE, the ﬁrst nonproﬁt global organization with a
mission of funding basic, translational, and clinical research to discover better diagnostics and treatments for advanced prostate cancer. The prostate-speciﬁc membrane antigen (PSMA) represents
one of the earliest and most constant research areas funded by
PCF, with the ﬁrst project funding given in 1994 to William Fair
and Neil Bander for PSMA theranostics applications. Since its
inception, PCF has funded over $28.5 million for research on
PSMA biology, molecular imaging, and therapy. Many advancements in the biologic understanding and clinical applications that
exploit PSMA have a foundation in PCF funding.
BIRTH: DISCOVERY AND EARLY CHARACTERIZATION

The discovery of PSMA can be ﬁrst traced to Murphy and Horoszewicz’s team (1), who developed the 7E11-C5 monoclonal
antibody (capromab) from mice immunized with the human prostate cancer-derived cell line LNCaP in 1987. 7E11-C5 recognized
an antigen restricted to normal and malignant prostate epithelium
and present in the sera of some prostate cancer patients. Horoszewicz et al. concluded that this “new antigenic marker may be of
clinical potential in [prostate cancer].”
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Using 7E11-C5, Heston and Fair’s group (2,3) at Memorial
Sloan Kettering Cancer Center cloned the PSMA gene in 1993.
PSMA, also known as folate hydrolase 1 and glutamate carboxypeptidase II (GCP-II), is a 750-amino-acid, 100-kD, type II transmembrane protein with a short N-terminal intracellular domain and
a large C-terminal extracellular domain (2). PSMA is expressed
predominantly in the prostate and a subset of proximal renal
tubules, with lower expression in the small bowel, salivary glands,
and some glial cells in the brain (1–5). In 1993, Heston’s group (2)
concluded that “as an integral membrane protein unique to prostatic epithelial cells, the antigen or perhaps a speciﬁc PSM[A]
ligand may serve as an excellent site for imaging and/or targeting
of metastatic deposits,” setting the stage for PSMA as a theranostic
target.
In 1994 and 1995, Fair and Heston’s groups obtained PCF funding and described PSMA as a folate hydrolase highly expressed in
prostate cancer (6), further detailed its tissue distribution (5), and
mapped its genomic organization on chromosome 11p11–12 (3,7).
PSMA expression was observed in most ($95%) primary prostate
cancer and lymph node metastases, consistent with observed
7E11-C5 immunoreactivity (1,5,8,9). PSMA was also expressed
on the neovasculature of epithelial malignancies, including renal
cell, bladder, and colon cancers (5).
YOUTH: EARLY EVIDENCE OF UTILITY
Anti-PSMA Antibody Development

Development of 7E11-C5 as a theranostic agent began before
identiﬁcation of PSMA as its target (8,10,11). In 1996, 111In-capromab pendetide (ProstaScint; EUSA Pharma) became the ﬁrst
U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA)–approved molecular
imaging agent for prostate cancer. 7E11-C5 targets an intracellular
epitope of PSMA (1,12), binding only dying or dead cells. This
fact limited ProstaScint performance as an imaging agent, particularly in well-vascularized bone metastases.
The ﬁrst antibodies to the extracellular domain of PSMA were
developed in 1997 with PCF funding by Bander’s team (13) at
Weill Cornell Medical College. J591, the lead antibody, enabled
studies of PSMA in viable cells. Bander’s team (14) demonstrated
that PSMA is constitutively internalized and that antibody binding
increased the rate of internalization by severalfold. This property,
the authors noted, “should aid the development of novel therapeutic methods to target the delivery of toxins, drugs, or short-range
isotopes speciﬁcally to the interior of prostate cancer cells.”
Scheinberg and team (Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center)
received PCF funding to develop a-particle–emitting antibody molecular radiotherapy (MRT) constructs for prostate cancer. With
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Bander, Scheinberg’s team (15,16) demonstrated preclinical activity
for 213Bi-J591 and 225Ac-J591 conjugates. Bander’s team (17) further demonstrated promising antitumor efﬁcacy of the b-emitting
conjugates 90Y-J591 and 177Lu-J591 in preclinical models.
Humanized J591 (huJ591) was developed to increase its clinical
potential (18) and advanced to prostate cancer theranostics trials.
PSMA-Targeted Ligand Development

In 2001, Kozikowski’s group (Georgetown University) (19)
developed urea-based inhibitors of the neurotransmitter regulator
GCP-II (NAALADase), a central nervous system version of
PSMA, as potential neuroprotective agents. The urea-based motif
(glutamate-urea-lysine) binds with high afﬁnity to the extracellular
domain of GCP-II (PSMA) (20). Pomper et al. (Johns Hopkins
University) (21) recognized the potential for pivoting Kozikowski’s inhibitors to PSMA-targeting agents and that they would be
amenable to radiolabeling for molecular imaging or therapy.
Pomper (21,22) led the ﬁrst in vivo animal studies evaluating
GCP-II–targeted urea-based ligands as PET and SPECT agents.
Pomper’s team (22) concluded that with these low-molecularweight urea-based agents, “we believe that we have the rudiments
of a novel and practical approach to prostate cancer imaging.”
Most currently studied PSMA-targeted ligands are derivatives of
these early urea-based compounds.
Pomper’s team further developed the PSMA-targeted PET imaging ligands 18F-DCFBC in 2008 (23) and 18F-DCFPyL (PyL) in
2011 (24), as well as the ﬁrst 68Ga-labeled PSMA-targeted ligands
in 2010 (25).
The PET tracer 68Ga-PSMA-11 (68Ga-PSMA-HBED-CC;
68
Ga-DKFZ-PSMA-11) was developed by Eder et al. (German
Cancer Research Center) and was reported in 2012 (26).
18
F-DCFPyL and 68Ga-PSMA-11 are the most-studied PSMAtargeted PET tracers. Both have recently been FDA-approved.
Clinical development of these is discussed later in this article.
Development and promising ﬁrst clinical experiences with the
PSMA-targeted ligand 177Lu-PSMA-DOTAGA-FFK(Sub-KuE),
and its improved derivative PSMA I&T, were respectively
reported by Baum’s team (Zentralklinik Bad Berka) in 2014 (27)
and by Weineisen et al. (Technische Universit€at M€
unchen) in
2015 (28).
In 2015, Eder’s team (29) and Kratochwil et al. (University
Hospital Heidelberg) (30) reported development and ﬁrst clinical
experiences with the PSMA-targeting ligand PSMA-617. 68GaPSMA-617 showed promise as a PET tracer (29), and the ﬁrst metastatic castration-resistant prostate cancer (mCRPC) patient treated
with 177Lu-PSMA-617 experienced radiologic and prostate-speciﬁc
antigen (PSA) responses (30).
NOTEWORTHY
! PSMA is the most credentialed target for prostate cancer
imaging and therapy.
! PSMA PET is a highly sensitive and speciﬁc prostate cancer
imaging technology, with 2 FDA-approved agents to date.
! The phase 3 VISION trial demonstrated life-prolonging efﬁcacy
of PSMA-targeted MRT and is anticipated to lead to FDA
approval.
! Since 1994, PCF has funded many foundational advancements
in PSMA biology and clinical applications.

332

THE JOURNAL OF NUCLEAR MEDICINE

'

Vol. 63

'

Additional clinically studied PSMA-targeting ligands include
MIP-1095, rhPSMA-7, PSMA-1007, and PSMA-R2 (31).
ADOLESCENCE: TRANSLATION
Clinical Development of PSMA PET

Two PSMA PET imaging agents are FDA-approved for prostate
cancer, 68Ga-PSMA-11 (for use at University of California, Los
Angeles [UCLA] and the University of California San Francisco
[UCSF]) and 18F-DCFPyL. PCF funding contributed to the development of both. We detailed the clinical development of these
agents and compared them other prostate cancer imaging technologies (31).
18
F-DCFPYL PET. 18F-DCFBC was the predecessor of
18
F-DCFPyL. In early PCF-funded clinical studies led by Pomper
and Cho (32–34), 18F-DCFBC outperformed 99mTc-methylene
diphosphonate bone scans and contrast-enhanced CT in detecting
prostate cancer metastases but exhibited slow blood pool clearance. This resulted in high background and diminished resolution
(32,33). Compared with MRI, 18F-DCFBC PET was less sensitive
for detecting primary prostate cancer but more speciﬁc for clinically signiﬁcant lesions (34).
18
F-DCFPyL has higher PSMA binding afﬁnity and lower
blood-pool activity than 18F-DCFBC and became the agent of
choice for additional PCF-funded clinical development at Johns
Hopkins. The ﬁrst clinical experience with 18F-DCFPyL, reported
in 2015, demonstrated safety, signiﬁcant tumor-speciﬁc uptake,
and expected tissue biodistribution (35). 18F-DCFPyL was superior to bone scanning and CT in a lesion-by-lesion comparative
study (36). In subsequent phase 2 trials, some supported by
PCF, 18F-DCFPyL showed impressive performance for initial
staging and for detecting biochemical recurrence (31). In 2015,
18
F-DCFPyL was licensed from Johns Hopkins by Progenics Pharmaceuticals (now Lantheus), which sponsored the FDA new-drugapplication (NDA)–enabling OSPREY and CONDOR trials.
In the phase 2/3 OSPREY trial (NCT02981638), led by Pienta
(Johns Hopkins University) and Morris (Memorial Sloan Kettering
Cancer Center) (37), 18F-DCFPyL PET/CT demonstrated medians
of 97.9% speciﬁcity and 40.3% sensitivity for detecting pelvic
lesions in patients with high-risk prostate cancer undergoing radical
prostatectomy with pelvic lymphadenectomy and medians of
95.8% sensitivity and 81.9% positive predictive value for detecting
metastases in patients with suspected recurrent or metastatic lesions
seen on conventional imaging. In the phase 3 CONDOR trial
(NCT03739684), reported by Morris et al. (38), 18F-DCFPyL PET/
CT correctly localized prostate cancer metastases in approximately
85% of patients with biochemical recurrence, on the basis of a
comparison with a composite standard of truth, and changed
planned management in 64% of patients. Results from OSPREY
and CONDOR led to FDA approval for 18F-DCFPyL PET (Pylarify; Lantheus) in May 2021 for imaging patients with suspected
prostate cancer metastasis who are potentially curable by surgery
or radiation therapy and patients with suspected recurrence based
on an elevated serum PSA level (39).
68
GA-PSMA-11 PET. 68Ga-PSMA-11 is the most widely used
PSMA PET imaging agent internationally, since it can be produced by any facility able to perform 68Ga labeling.
The ﬁrst clinical PET/CT imaging experience with 68Ga-PSMA11 was reported in 2012 by Zechmann’s group (University Hospital
Heidelberg) (40). Metaanalyses of 68Ga-PSMA-11 PET from 4,790
patients across 37 publications estimated a detection rate of 95%,
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75%, 59%, 45%, and 33% for PSA levels of 2 ng/mL or more and
1–1.99, 0.5–0.99, 0.2–0.49, and 0–0.19 ng/mL, respectively (41).
In 2016, Hofman and Murphy’s group (Peter MacCallum Cancer Centre, Australia) (42) initiated the ﬁrst randomized study of
68
Ga-PSMA-11 PET (ProPSMA study). This 10-center, 300patient, phase 3 study demonstrated a 27% absolute improved
accuracy of PSMA PET compared with CT/bone scans.
A PCF-funded UCLA–UCSF team led by Hope, Czernin, Calais,
and Fendler (43,44) conducted 2 prospective NDA-enabling trials
for 68Ga-PSMA-11 PET. In patients with biochemical recurrence
(NCT02940262 and NCT03353740), lesion detection rates with
68
Ga-PSMA-11 PET were 97%, 86%, 84%, 57%, and 38% for
PSA levels of at least 5.0 ng/mL and 2.0–5.0, 1.0–2.0, 0.5–1.0, and
less than 0.5 ng/mL, respectively. The positive predictive value
was 92% by composite validation assessment (43). A phase 3 study
(NCT03368547) investigating 68Ga-PSMA-11 in presurgical
patients with intermediate- to high-risk prostate cancer reported
40% sensitivity and 95% speciﬁcity for detection of pelvic nodal
metastases (44). This team also found 68Ga-PSMA-11 to be superior to 18F-ﬂuciclovine PET/CT in patients with biochemical recurrence at low PSA levels (,2.0 ng/mL) in a prospective comparison
(NCT03515577) (45). In December 2020, 68Ga-PSMA-11 became
the ﬁrst FDA-approved PSMA PET agent, for use at UCLA and
UCSF, for initial staging in prostate cancer patients with suspected
metastasis who are candidates for initial deﬁnitive therapy and
patients with suspected recurrence based on elevated PSA levels
(46,47). This label allows other organizations able to produce 68GaPSMA-11 to ﬁle an abbreviated NDA (46). The entirely academic
development of 68Ga-PSMA-11 is a noteworthy achievement, and
PCF was proud to have funded the UCLA–UCSF team.
Ongoing Investigations on PSMA PET

Ongoing trials are evaluating the role for PSMA PET in other
prostate cancer settings, including radiotherapy planning for localized or oligometastatic disease, and in the initial diagnosis of prostate cancer. For example, the PCF-funded ORIOLE trial led by
Tran (Johns Hopkins University) tested the use of stereotactic
body radiation therapy in oligometastatic prostate cancer based on
conventional imaging scans. A post hoc analysis of ORIOLE
found that progression-free survival and distant metastasis–free
survival were signiﬁcantly longer in patients who received consolidation of all PSMA PET–detectable disease, suggesting a role for
PSMA PET in guiding stereotactic body radiation therapy planning in patients with oligometastatic prostate cancer (48). Additionally, PSMA PET is being investigated as a biomarker
for selecting patients for PSMA-directed therapy, including
177
Lu-PSMA-617.
Several other PSMA PET agents are under development. These
include 18F-PSMA-1007 and 18F-rhPSMA, which have entered
phase 3 trials.
Standardizing PSMA PET Imaging Reporting and Use

Structured reporting systems have been developed to standardize the clinical use and reporting of 18F- and 68Ga-based PSMA
PET imaging. These include PSMA-RADS, developed with PCF
support by the team of Rowe (Johns Hopkins University) and
Pomper (49); PSMA-RADS is now included in the umbrella
Molecular Imaging Reporting and Data Systems.
Limitations of PSMA PET have previously been detailed (31)
and include loss of PSMA expression in some patients with
advanced castration-resistant prostate cancer or neuroendocrine

prostate cancer, heterogeneity in PSMA expression, and resolution
limits.
PSMA PET as an Imaging Agent in Other Cancers

Because of expression of PSMA on tumor vasculature, PSMA
PET may have potential for imaging other cancer types. In a
PCF-funded study on 5 patients with metastatic renal cell carcinoma, 18F-DCFPyL PET/CT exhibited a sensitivity of 94.7% and
identiﬁed more putative metastatic lesions than did conventional
imaging (50). An ongoing trial is further testing 18F-DCFPyL
PET/CT in renal cell carcinoma (NCT02687139).
Clinical Development of PSMA-Targeted MRT

The ﬁrst PSMA-targeted radionuclide tested as a therapeutic
agent in prostate cancer patients was 7E11-C5.3 (90Y-capromab
pendetide) (51). However, signiﬁcant bone marrow toxicity and no
objective clinical responses were observed in phase 1 and 2 trials
(51,52).
Beginning in 2000, Bander and Nanus’ team (53,54) and Tagawa
et al. (55) (Weill Cornell Medical College) initiated a series of
phase 1 and 2 trials testing huJ591-based MRT in advanced prostate cancer, several of which were PCF-supported. These studies
represented the ﬁrst clinical use of 177Lu as a systemically administered agent and demonstrated safety, accurate targeting of metastatic prostate cancer sites, and preliminary antitumor activity for
90
Y-huJ591 and 177Lu-huJ591, providing the ﬁrst direct clinical
evidence supporting the potential of PSMA-targeted MRT (53–55).
Bander’s team (56) also demonstrated safety, feasibility, and
promising activity with dose-fractionated 177Lu-huJ591, with higher
cumulative doses associated with longer median overall survival
and increased myelosuppression. In another PCF-funded trial, fractionated 177Lu-huJ591 administered concurrently with standard
docetaxel was tolerable and feasible, with no dose-limiting toxicities
observed and preliminary efﬁcacy indicated (57). To date, this is the
only trial testing PSMA MRT in combination with chemotherapy.
The ﬁrst PSMA-targeted small molecule–based MRTs tested
in patients included 177Lu-PSMA-DOTAGA-FFK(Sub-KuE) and
131
I-MIP-1095; antitumor activity for both was reported in 2014 (27,58).
Clinical Development of

177

Lu-PSMA-617

After their 2015 report on an individual patient treated with
177
Lu-PSMA-617 (30), in 2016 Kratochwil et al. reported on 30
patients with PSMA PET–positive mCRPC treated with 1–3
cycles of 177Lu-PSMA-617. Forty-three percent experienced a
PSA reduction of at least 50% (59). In a multicenter retrospective
report evaluating 145 patients treated at German centers, PSA
declines of at least 50% were observed in 45% of 99 patients with
follow-up data (60).
The ﬁrst prospective trial testing 177Lu-PSMA-617 was led by
Hofman (61,62) at the Peter MacCallum Cancer Centre in Australia
(LuPSMA trial; ACTRN12615000912583). This single-arm phase 2
trial enrolled 50 PSMA PET–positive mCRPC patients for whom
conventional therapies had failed. Patients with PSMA-negative/
18
F-FDG PET–positive lesions were excluded. Patients received up
to 4 doses of 177Lu-PSMA-617 (mean radioactivity, 7.5 GBq) approximately every 6 wk. Sixty-four percent of patients experienced
PSA reductions of at least 50% (61,62). Quality-of-life measures,
including pain severity, were improved. Unfortunately, all 50 patients
eventually experienced disease progression. The trial results led to
the acquisition of PSMA-617 by Endocyte (now Novartis) from
ABX GmbH, an acquisition that accelerated commercial development, including the phase 3 VISION trial (63).
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A PCF-supported randomized phase 2 trial led by Czernin and
Calais (64) at UCLA tested up to 4 cycles of 6.0 versus 7.4 GBq
of 177Lu-PSMA-617 every 8 wk in PSMA PET–positive mCRPC
(RESIST-PC; NCT03042312). No signiﬁcant differences were
observed between the treatment arms. Of 43 patients in the UCLA
cohort, 37% experienced PSA reductions of at least 50%, and the
median overall survival was 14.0 mo.
A PCF-supported phase 1/2 trial led by Bander and Tagawa
(65) tested dose-fractionated 177Lu-PSMA-617 in unselected
mCRPC patients (NCT03042468). No maximum tolerable dose or
dose-limiting toxicities were observed with 1 cycle of fractionated
cumulative doses of 7.4–22 GBq. Of 44 patients treated, 59.1%
had a PSA decline of more than 50%, and the median overall survival was 16 mo. Of note, this is the only conventional doseescalation trial done for 177Lu-PSMA-617.
ADULT: THERANOSTICS REVOLUTION

The phase 2 TheraP trial (NCT03392428; ANZUP 1603), reported
by Hofman et al. (66), was the ﬁrst randomized trial comparing
177
Lu-PSMA-617 with a standard treatment in mCRPC, cabazitaxel.
This trial enrolled 200 patients with PSMA PET–positive mCRPC
and no PSMA-negative/18F-FDG PET–positive lesions (of 291
screened by PET [69%]) who had previously experienced disease
progression on docetaxel (91% had prior abiraterone or enzalutamide). The primary endpoint, a PSA decline of at least 50%, was
experienced by signiﬁcantly more patients treated with 177Lu-PSMA617 (66%) than patients treated with cabazitaxel (44%). Analysis of
secondary endpoints is ongoing. Grade 3–4 treatment-emergent
adverse events were lower among patients treated with 177Lu-PSMA617 (33%) than among patients treated with cabazitaxel (53%).
The Novartis/Endocyte-sponsored international randomized
open-label phase 3 VISION trial (NCT03511664), testing 177LuPSMA-617 plus protocol-permitted standard of care (SOC;
excluding chemotherapy, immunotherapy, 223Ra, and investigational drugs) versus SOC alone (randomized 2:1), was initiated in
2018, led by Morris and Sartor (Tulane University) (67). The trial
enrolled 831 patients with PSMA PET–positive mCRPC whose
disease had previously progressed on docetaxel and an antiandrogen therapy. 177Lu-PSMA-617 dosing consisted of 7.4 GBq every
6 wk for 4–6 cycles. The trial initially suffered from signiﬁcant
control-arm attrition, which was reduced on implementation of
enhanced trial-site education. The radiographic progression-free
survival analysis included only patients enrolled after education
measures had been implemented (n 5 581), whereas the overall
survival analysis included all 831 patients. The addition of 177LuPSMA-617 to SOC signiﬁcantly prolonged both alternate primary
endpoints: median overall survival (15.3 vs. 11.3 mo; hazard ratio,
0.62) and median radiographic progression-free survival (8.7 vs.
3.4 mo; hazard ratio, 0.40). All key secondary endpoints signiﬁcantly favored 177Lu-PSMA-617, including time to ﬁrst symptomatic skeletal event (median, 11.5 vs. 6.8 mo), objective response
rate (29.8% vs. 1.7%), and disease control rate (89.0% vs. 66.7%).
Complete responses occurred in 9.2% of patients with measurable
disease in the 177Lu-PSMA-617 arm versus none in the control
arm, and partial responses occurred in 41.8% of patients in the
177
Lu-PSMA-617 arm versus 3% in the control arm. Although a
higher rate of adverse events of grade 3 or higher were observed
with 177Lu-PSMA-617 (52.7% vs. 38.0%), health-related qualityof-life scores were improved. The most common treatmentemergent adverse events in the 177Lu-PSMA-617 group were
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fatigue, dry mouth, and nausea, with the vast majority being a
grade 1 or 2 event (39% experienced grade 1–2 dry mouth, with
no events of grade or higher). Five grade 5 drug-related deaths
occurred in the 177Lu-PSMA-617 arm. On the basis of these data,
177
Lu-PSMA-617 was granted breakthrough-therapy designation
and priority review by the FDA in 2021.
Two additional phase 3 trials have been initiated to test
177
Lu-PSMA-617 in earlier disease settings. PSMAfore
(NCT04689828) is testing 177Lu-PSMA-617 versus a change in
androgen receptor (AR)–targeted therapy in taxane-naïve mCRPC
patients whose disease previously progressed on an alternate
AR-targeted therapy. PSMAddition (NCT04720157) is testing
177
Lu-PSMA-617 plus SOC (AR-targeted therapy plus androgen
deprivation therapy) versus SOC alone in patients with metastatic
hormone-sensitive prostate cancer. The primary endpoint for both
studies is radiographic progression-free survival.
Other trials testing 177Lu-PSMA-617 in earlier settings are
ongoing. For instance, UpFrontPSMA (NCT04343885), led by
Azad and Hofman, is a randomized phase 2 trial comparing 177LuPSMA-617 plus androgen deprivation therapy followed by docetaxel versus androgen deprivation therapy plus docetaxel in
patients with de novo metastatic prostate cancer. LuTectomy
(NCT04430192) is a phase 1/2 trial testing neoadjuvant 177LuPSMA-617 in patients with high-risk localized or locoregional
advanced prostate cancer undergoing radical prostatectomy and
pelvic lymph node dissection.
Other b-Emitting PSMA MRTs Under Development

In addition to 177Lu-PSMA-617 and 177Lu-huJ591, several other
b-emitting PSMA-targeted MRTs are under development. These
include 177Lu-PSMA-I&T (PNT2002; POINT Biopharma), which
is being tested in the phase 3 SPLASH trial in patients with PSMA
PET–positive mCRPC whose disease has progressed on ARtargeted therapy (NCT04647526). This 2-part study consists of a
safety and dosimetry lead-in, followed by a randomization phase
comparing 177Lu-PSMA-I&T versus abiraterone or enzalutamide.
177
Lu-DOTA-rosopatamab (TLX591; Telix Pharmaceuticals) is
a PSMA-targeted antibody-based MRT that is being tested in
the phase 3 ProstACT trial (NCT04876651) in combination with
SOC versus SOC alone, in patients with PSMA PET–positive
mCRPC who have experienced disease progression on ARtargeted therapy.
Clinical Development of a-Emitting PSMA MRTs

a-emitting radioisotopes emit a much higher energy over a
shorter distance, and are more effective inducers of doublestranded DNA breaks, than b-emitting radioisotopes. a-emitting
PSMA-targeted MRT agents are being studied for prostate cancer.
225
AC-PSMA-617. In 2016, Kratochwil, Morgenstern (Institute
for Transuranium Elements) and team (68) reported on 2 mCRPC
patients treated with 225Ac-PSMA-617 who experienced complete
PSA and imaging responses. Moderate to severe xerostomia was
the only treatment-emergent adverse event reported. In 2018 (69),
the group published on 40 consecutive mCRPC patients treated
with up to 3 cycles of 225Ac-PSMA-617. Of 38 patients who survived over 8 wk, 63% experienced PSA declines of at least 50%.
Five patients had enduring responses lasting over 2 y.
Promising anecdotal clinical experiences with 225Ac-PSMA-617
have also been reported by groups in Germany, India, and South
Africa. The ﬁrst planned clinical trials with 225Ac-PSMA-617
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include a pilot trial in China (NCT04225910) and a phase 1 study
in Australia and South Africa (NCT04597411).
Strategies are needed to prevent xerostomia and other adverse
late effects of 225Ac-PSMA-617.
225
AC-HUJ591. Because of the larger molecular mass of J591
and lack of detectable uptake in the salivary and lacrimal glands
(70), Bander, Tagawa, and team hypothesize that 225Ac-huJ591
could deliver promising antitumor activity without xerostomia. The
team received PCF funding to support clinical testing of 225AchuJ591. In a single ascending dose phase 1 trial in (71) 32 mCRPC
patients unselected by PSMA PET (NCT03276572), 225Ac-huJ591
was well tolerated, with no maximum tolerable dose reached.
68.8% of patients experienced any PSA decline, and 43.8% experienced at least a 50% PSA decline. A follow-up phase 1/2 dose
escalation trial is testing fractionated and multiple dosing regimens
of 225Ac-huJ591 (NCT04506567). As J591 binds a PSMA site different from that bound by the urea-based ligands, and the normal
tissue biodistributions have little overlap, Bander has proposed that
combining these agents may increase dose to tumor without
increasing toxicity. A trial testing 225AchuJ591 in combination with 177Lu-PSMAI&T began in 2021 (NCT04886986).

investigating 177Lu-PSMA-617 plus olaparib in mCRPC. In this
trial, olaparib is used as a novel radiosensitizer to accentuate tumor
DNA damage from 177Lu.
Sandhu’s team is also leading the phase Ib/II PRINCE trial
(NCT03658447), evaluating pembrolizumab plus 177Lu-PSMA-617
in PSMA PET–positive mCRPC. In interim analyses (74), this combination was found to have manageable toxicity and promising
activity, with 27 of 37 (73%) patients experiencing PSA responses
of at least 50%, and 7 of 9 (78%) patients with measurable disease
experiencing a partial response. Aggarwal (UCSF) is leading a PCFsupported phase 1b study (NCT03805594) evaluating pembrolizumab plus a single dose of 177Lu-PSMA-617 in mCRPC. In preliminary results (75), in 18 patients treated on 1 of 3 dose schedules, the
overall response rate was 44%, median duration of response has not
been reached, and 28% of patients experienced PSA declines of at
least 50%. Tagawa and Bander’s team at Weill Cornell have also
recently initiated a phase 2 trial of 225Ac-huJ591 plus pembrolizumab (NCT04946370).

Other a-Emitting MRT Agents in
Development

Other a-emitting MRTs in development
include the 227Th-labeled anti-PSMA antibody
227
Th-PSMA-TTC (BAY 2315497; Bayer),
which is in a phase I study in mCRPC (NCT
03724747). 213Bi-PSMA-617 is also being
studied in mCRPC.
Agents in preclinical development include
225
Ac-RPS-074, an albumin-binding PSMAtargeted ligand with an extended serum halflife developed by Babich’s team (Weill
Cornell Medicine) (72), and CA012, a novel
PSMA-targeted ligand developed in Heidelberg, which can be radiolabeled with leadbased radioisotopes, such as the a-emitter
212
Pb (73).
Rational Therapeutic Combinations with
PSMA MRT

Rational combinations to improve on
PSMA MRT monotherapy are being explored
in clinical trials. These include 177Lu-PSMA617 combined with AR-targeted agents, poly(adenosine diphosphate-ribose) polymerase
(PARP) inhibitors and other DNA-damaging
agents, and immunotherapy. We have
recently reviewed ongoing combination trials
and their underlying rationale (31).
The efﬁcacy of 177Lu-PSMA-617 with ARtargeted agents is being investigated in
PSMAddition and in the randomized phase 2
ENZA-P trial (NCT04419402) led by Emmett
in Australia. ENZA-P is testing 177Lu-PSMA617 plus enzalutamide versus enzalutamide
alone, as a ﬁrst-line treatment in PSMA PETpositive mCRPC.
The PCF-supported LuPARP trial (NCT
03874884), led by Sandhu and Hofman, is

FIGURE 1. Timeline of major milestones in development of PSMA theranostics. Research achievements that were supported by PCF funding are indicated by blue font and PCF logo. Dates typically
denote year of publication.
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A triple-combination trial, testing 177Lu-PSMA-617 plus olaparib and pembrolizumab in mCRPC, is being planned by Sandhu
and team.
Future Directions of Theranostics

The success of PSMA-targeted PET and MRT has spurred a
theranostics revolution in prostate cancer. Numerous other PSMAtargeted drug classes are under development, many with PCF support. These include PSMA-targeted CAR-T cells, bispeciﬁc antibodies (for example, PSMA 3 CD3, PSMA 3 CD28), antibody–drug
conjugates, nanoparticles, and anticancer vaccines, some of which
are based on J591 derivatives. PCF-funded studies are also under
way to identify predictive biomarkers for PSMA-targeted treatment
responses, mechanisms of resistance to PSMA MRT, and novel
treatment combinations.
Other possible theranostic targets for which PCF is funding
investigations include ﬁbroblast activation protein, CD46, human
kallikrein peptidase 2, and DLL3.
THE CORNERSTONE ROLE OF PCF IN PSMA THERANOSTICS

Since 1993, PCF has invested over $28.5 million USD on
PSMA research. Key foundational PCF-funded studies included
early studies by Heston and Fair’s team on PSMA cloning and
characterization (3,5,6), development of J591 theranostics by
Bander and Tagawa’s team (13–15,17,18,53,55–57,71), development of 18F-DCFPyL by Pomper and Cho’s team (35,36), NDAenabling studies on 68Ga-PSMA-11 by Czernin, Hope, Calais, and
Fendler’s team (43,45,76), and clinical investigations on 177LuPSMA-617 by Hofman and Sandhu’s team (66) (Fig. 1).
In 2019, PCF provided $5 million to establish the Prostate
Theranostics and Imaging Centre of Excellence (ProsTIC) at the
Peter MacCallum Cancer Centre. Led by Hofman, ProsTIC aims
to accelerate prostate cancer theranostics through pioneering an
expanded portfolio of practice-changing clinical studies, providing
global education and leadership on theranostics adoption into clinical practice, developing a world-class clinical theranostics infrastructure, and doing discovery work to improve and identify new
theranostics strategies. ProsTIC and PCF have co-hosted several
global webinars on PSMA theranostics attended by several hundred individuals (https://www.pcf.org/webinars/).
PCF also held 2 PSMA Theranostics Working Group meetings
(2017 and 2019) at Weill Cornell Medicine, which convened global
experts on PSMA biology and theranostics to discuss the state of
the science and critical next steps for PSMA theranostics (31,77).
CONCLUSION

PSMA has been established as a target for prostate cancer treatment and imaging, which has culminated thus far in 2 FDA-approved
PSMA PET imaging agents. On the basis of the positive results from
the VISION trial, 177Lu-PSMA-617 will likely become the ﬁrst
FDA-approved PSMA-targeting treatment for prostate cancer but will
likely not be the last. PCF takes pride in the results for patients that
have been supported by over 25 years of continuous funding.
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H

istorically, metastatic disease was thought to represent an
all-or-nothing incurable state, distinct from curable localized disease and necessitating treatment with systemic therapy alone. The
role for life-prolonging local therapy was known to be futile. This
dogma was challenged in the 1990s with the reframing of metastasis as a spectrum rather than binary, resulting in the postulation of
a low-volume metastatic state, given the term oligometastasis,
which may actually be curable with deﬁnitive local therapy.
WHAT IS THE CURRENT STATE OF OLIGOMETASTATIC
PROSTATE CANCER?

Recently, randomized clinical trials across multiple disease sites
(Table 1) (1–5) have demonstrated improvements in progression-free
survival with the addition of metastasis-directed therapy (MDT) for
oligometastatic disease, possibly due to ablation of subpopulations
that would otherwise have led to subsequent dissemination or the nurturing of systemic microscopic disease toward macroscopic colonization. In line with this hypothesis, some of these randomized trials
have demonstrated that local consolidation of macroscopic metastases
delayed the time to development of new metastases and improved
overall survival. Despite these early successes, key questions remain
unanswered regarding the use of MDT in oligometastatic prostate
cancer. How can we best identify patients likely to beneﬁt from
MDT? In the case of castration-sensitive prostate cancer, can we omit
androgen deprivation therapy? What are the best MDT systemic therapy combinations?
The randomized clinical trials supporting the use of MDT adopted
numeric deﬁnitions of oligometastasis (6). Within prostate cancer, a
cutoff of no more than 3 metastases has been used frequently; however, additional deﬁnitions quantifying the volume of disease and
incorporating metastasis location have also been explored. Although
these deﬁnitions have proven useful, a radiographic numeric deﬁnition
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using conventional imaging alone is unlikely to capture the true
extent of disease. For the foreseeable future, this principle will likely
remain relevant to the study of oligometastatic disease, as any deﬁnition based on quantifying detectable lesions will always be contingent
on the sensitivity and speciﬁcity of the detection method used. Analogous to an iceberg, what is detectable on imaging for MDT consolidation must best capture the extent of disease “above the surface”
and minimize the potential for signiﬁcant disease burden “beneath
the surface” (7). The inaccuracies with older staging studies in identifying what was actually beneath the surface likely contributed greatly
to the failures of previous attempts to show beneﬁts of MDT in
patients with metastasis. Thus, revisiting the impact of imaging on oligometastatic prostate cancer is timely, given the
rapid adoption of exquisitely sensitive prostate-speciﬁc membrane antigen (PSMA) PET/CT imaging worldwide.
STEREOTACTIC ABLATIVE RADIOTHERAPY (SABR) AND
MOLECULAR IMAGING ARE POTENTIALLY A POWERFUL
COMBINATION FOR CURE OF OLIGOMETASTATIC
PROSTATE CANCER

MDT entails direct local consolidative treatment of metastatic
lesions and is commonly achieved through surgical metastasectomy or nodal dissection; thermal or chemical ablation; or the
high-dose-per-fraction, precisely targeted radiotherapy known as
SABR. Although for many metastatic lesions any of these local
approaches would be reasonable as MDT, the noninvasive nature
of SABR, the ease with which adjacent at-risk normal tissues can
be spared, and the excellent tolerance in even the most medically
comorbid has tipped the scales in favor of SABR as the MDT
modality of choice. SABR may be even more effective for prostate
cancer than for other histologies because of the radiobiologic characteristics of prostate cancer (a/b ratio of 0.5–2) (8), leading to a
widened therapeutic window and offering greater efﬁcacy at a
higher dose per fraction and shorter total treatment times.
Although SABR represents an attractive MDT option for metastatic prostate cancer, MDT efﬁcacy will always be dependent on
identifying men with oligometastatic disease or with very little
beneath the surface. The excellent sensitivity and speciﬁcity of
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TABLE 1
Randomized Clinical Trials Demonstrating Improvements in Progression-Free Survival with the Addition of
Metastasis-Directed Therapy
Disease site

Timing of
oligometastasis

Iyengar et al. (1)

NSCLC

Synchronous

Gomez et al. (2)

NSCLC

Phillips et al. (3)

Ost et al. (4)

Author

Oligometastatic
definition

Sample size

Therapy

Primary endpoint

#6 metastases
(including
primary)

29

SABR to all sites of
disease followed
by maintenance
chemotherapy
vs. maintenance
chemotherapy

Median PFS, 9.7
vs. 3.5 mo
favoring SABR

Synchronous

#3 metastases
(not including
primary)

49

LCT (surgery or RT)
to all sites of
disease followed
by maintenance
chemotherapy
vs. maintenance
chemotherapy

Median PFS,
14.2 vs. 4.4
mo favoring
LCT

CSPC

Metachronous

#3 metastases

54

SABR to all sites of
disease vs.
observation

6-mo disease
progression,
19% vs. 61%
favoring SABR

CSPC

Metachronous

#3 metastases

62

MDT (surgery or
RT) to all sites of
disease vs.
observation

Median ADT-free
survival, 21
vs. 13 mo
favoring MDT

Palma et al. (5)

Varied histology

Metachronous

#5 metastases

99

Standard of care 1
SABR vs.
standard of care
alone

5-y OS, 42.3%
vs. 17.35
favoring SABR

EORTC 40004
(15)

Colorectal

Metachronous

,10 metastases

119

Standard of care 1 Median OS, 45.6
LCT vs. standard
mo vs. 40.5
of care alone
mo favoring
LCT

NSCLC 5 non–small cell lung cancer; PFS 5 progression-free survival; LCT 5 local consolidative therapy; RT 5 radiation therapy;
CSPC 5 castration-sensitive prostate cancer; ADT 5 androgen deprivation therapy; OS 5 overall survival.

molecular imaging in prostate cancer provides an exciting opportunity to address the limitations of conventional imaging in assessing
patients with presumed oligometastatic disease (9). This theoretic
improvement should allow for both better patient selection and
improved total MDT consolidation. The impact of identifying correct candidates for SABR MDT using more accurate molecular
imaging was illustrated by our phase II Baltimore ORIOLE trial.
We randomized 54 men with no more than 3 metastases on conventional imaging to observation or SABR. Men underwent masked
PSMA PET/CT at baseline and 6 mo after treatment, resulting in
44.4% of these men having radiotracer-avid metastatic disease that
was not identiﬁed on conventional imaging (i.e., disease beneath the
surface). Incomplete MDT consolidation (untreated PSMA PET–
avid disease) was associated with signiﬁcantly worse distant progression at 6 mo (62.5% vs. 15.8%) (3). These ﬁndings reinforce
how clinical staging with conventional imaging remains a major
limitation to the success of MDT in oligometastatic disease and
have translated into several series evaluating promising outcomes
of molecular imaging–guided MDT in prostate cancer. PSMA
PET–directed SABR has recently been explored in both castrationsensitive and castration-resistant oligometastatic disease (10–12).
Two reports have also compared MDT using either PSMA PET or
choline PET to identify metastatic lesions. Improvement in androgen
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deprivation therapy–free survival with PSMA-guided treatment
(13,14) was observed as expected on the basis of the superiority of
PSMA over choline for detecting disease beneath the surface.
THE FUTURE FOR MOLECULAR IMAGING IN THE
MANAGEMENT OF OLIGOMETASTATIC PROSTATE
CANCER IS BRIGHT

The identiﬁcation of metastasis-free survival as a useful surrogate
for overall survival in prostate cancer has had major implications for
expediting discovery in a disease for which improvements in life
expectancy and a plethora of salvage options have made overall survival endpoints increasingly difﬁcult and time-consuming to meet.
In a similar vein, molecular imaging as a biomarker, such as with
PSMA PET, could function in a variety of ways beyond the identiﬁcation of patients with oligometastatic disease: ﬁrst, as a predictive
biomarker capable of noninvasively distinguishing between patients
likely to beneﬁt from MDT and those best served by systemic therapy; second, as a prognostic, or treatment agnostic, readout that
could be valuable for shared decision making and future design of
future prospective trials; or third, as a biomarker for response to
therapy. Our international collaborative effort is evaluating PSMA
PET avidity changes after SABR MDT in oligometastatic prostate
cancer and suggests that early PSMA PET response can be used to
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predict lesion local failure and even metastasis-free survival (Philip
Sutera et al., oral communication, December 2021). Efforts such as
these will be critically important for deﬁning the future roles and limitations of molecular imaging in guiding treatment of oligometastatic
prostate cancer with SABR MDT. By no means will molecular imaging approaches be the only technique directing management of MDT
in oligometastatic prostate cancer. Combinations of imaging biomarkers, liquid biopsy approaches (e.g., circulating tumor cells, cellfree DNA, or exosomes), and traditional patient-level clinical data
will likely be the best solution. Finally, whereas both surgery and
radiotherapy can provide excellent local control of metastatic deposits,
management for oligometastatic disease resulting in cure will require
achieving functional, if not literal, total consolidation of disease.
Working toward this end will necessitate MDT strategies that prevent
or delay subsequent progression of residual micrometastatic disease,
either with MDT alone or more likely in combination with systemic
agents (e.g., cytotoxic chemotherapy, targeted inhibitors, immunotherapy, or radiopharmaceuticals). Thus, we are optimistic that we will
soon have precision medicine–guided approaches to enhancing the
care for men with oligometastatic prostate cancer.
DISCLOSURE

Phuoc Tran was funded by an anonymous donor, the Movember
Foundation–Distinguished Gentlemen’s Ride–Prostate Cancer Foundation, Barbara’s Fund, the National Capitol Cancer Research Fund,
the NIH/NCI (U01CA212007 and U01CA231776), and the DoD
(W81XWH-21-1-0296). No other potential conﬂict of interest relevant to this article was reported.
REFERENCES
1. Iyengar P, Wardak Z, Gerber DE, et al. Consolidative radiotherapy for limited metastatic non-small-cell lung cancer: a phase 2 randomized clinical trial. JAMA
Oncol. 2018;4:e173501.
2. Gomez DR, Tang C, Zhang J, et al. Local consolidative therapy vs. maintenance
therapy or observation for patients with oligometastatic non-small-cell lung cancer:
long-term results of a multi-institutional, phase II, randomized study. J Clin Oncol.
2019;37:1558–1565.

3. Phillips R, Shi WY, Deek M, et al. Outcomes of observation vs stereotactic ablative radiation for oligometastatic prostate cancer: the ORIOLE phase 2 randomized
clinical trial. JAMA Oncol. 2020;6:650–659.
4. Ost P, Reynders D, Decaestecker K, et al. Surveillance or metastasis-directed therapy for oligometastatic prostate cancer recurrence: a prospective, randomized, multicenter phase II trial. J Clin Oncol. 2018;36:446–453.
5. Palma DA, Olson R, Harrow S, et al. Stereotactic ablative radiotherapy versus standard of care palliative treatment in patients with oligometastatic cancers (SABRCOMET): a randomised, phase 2, open-label trial. Lancet. 2019;393:2051–2058.
6. Guckenberger M, Lievens Y, Bouma AB, et al. Characterisation and classiﬁcation
of oligometastatic disease: a European Society for Radiotherapy and Oncology and
European Organisation for Research and Treatment of Cancer consensus recommendation. Lancet Oncol. 2020;21:e18–e28.
7. Fossati N, Scarcella S, Gandaglia G, et al. Underestimation of positron emission
tomography/computerized tomography in assessing tumor burden in prostate cancer nodal recurrence: head-to-head comparison of 68Ga-PSMA and 11C-choline in
a large, multi-institutional series of extended salvage lymph node dissections.
J Urol. 2020;204:296–302.
8. Vogelius IR, Bentzen SM. Meta-analysis of the alpha/beta ratio for prostate cancer
in the presence of an overall time factor: bad news, good news, or no news? Int J
Radiat Oncol Biol Phys. 2013;85:89–94.
9. Perera M, Papa N, Roberts M, et al. Gallium-68 prostate-speciﬁc membrane antigen
positron emission tomography in advanced prostate cancer: updated diagnostic utility, sensitivity, speciﬁcity, and distribution of prostate-speciﬁc membrane antigenavid lesions—a systematic review and meta-analysis. Eur Urol. 2020;77:403–417.
10. Onal C, Ozyigit G, Akgun Z, et al. Oligometastatic bone disease in castrationsensitive prostate cancer patients treated with stereotactic body radiotherapy
using 68 Ga-PSMA PET/CT: TROD 09-004 study. Clin Nucl Med. 2021;46:
465–470.
11. Onal C, Ozyigit G, Oymak E, et al. Stereotactic radiotherapy to oligoprogressive
lesions detected with 68Ga-PSMA-PET/CT in castration-resistant prostate cancer
patients. Eur J Nucl Med Mol Imaging. 2021;48:3683–3692.
12. Glicksman RM, Metser U, Vines D, et al. Curative-intent metastasis-directed
therapies for molecularly-deﬁned oligorecurrent prostate cancer: a prospective phase II trial testing the oligometastasis hypothesis. Eur Urol. 2021;80:
374–382.
13. Mazzola R, Francolini G, Triggiani L, et al. Metastasis-directed therapy (SBRT)
guided by PET-CT 18F-choline versus PET-CT 68Ga-PSMA in castration-sensitive
oligorecurrent prostate cancer: a comparative analysis of effectiveness. Clin Genitourin Cancer. 2021;19:230–236.
14. Deijen CL, Vrijenhoek GL, Schaake EE, et al. PSMA-11-PET/CT versus cholinePET/CT to guide stereotactic ablative radiotherapy for androgen deprivation therapy deferral in patients with oligometastatic prostate cancer. Clin Transl Radiat
Oncol. 2021;30:1–6.
15. Ruers T, Van Coevorden F, Punt CJA, et al. Local treatment of unresectable colorectal liver metastases: results of a randomized phase II trial. J Natl Cancer Inst.
2017;109:djx015.

OLIGOMETASTATIC PROSTATE CANCER THERAPY

'

Sutera et al.

341

CONTINUING EDUCATION

Principles of Tracer Kinetic Analysis in Oncology, Part I:
Principles and Overview of Methodology
Austin R. Pantel1, Varsha Viswanath1, Mark Muzi2, Robert K. Doot1, and David A. Mankoff1
1

Department of Radiology, University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; and 2Department of Radiology, University of
Washington, Seattle, Washington
Learning Objectives: On successful completion of this activity, participants should be able to describe (1) describe principles of PET tracer kinetic analysis for oncologic applications; (2) list methods used for PET kinetic analysis for oncology; and (3) discuss application of kinetic modeling for cancer-speciﬁc diagnostic needs.
Financial Disclosure: This work was supported by KL2 TR001879, R01 CA211337, R01 CA113941, R33 CA225310, Komen SAC130060, R50 CA211270, and K01
DA040023. Dr. Pantel is a consultant or advisor for Progenics and Blue Earth Diagnostics and is a meeting participant or lecturer for Blue Earth Diagnostics. Dr. Mankoff is on the scientiﬁc advisory boards of GE Healthcare, Philips Healthcare, Reﬂexion, and ImaginAb and is the owner of Trevarx; his wife is the chief executive ofﬁcer
of Trevarx. The authors of this article have indicated no other relevant relationships that could be perceived as a real or apparent conﬂict of interest.
CME Credit: SNMMI is accredited by the Accreditation Council for Continuing Medical Education (ACCME) to sponsor continuing education for physicians. SNMMI
designates each JNM continuing education article for a maximum of 2.0 AMA PRA Category 1 Credits. Physicians should claim only credit commensurate with the
extent of their participation in the activity. For CE credit, SAM, and other credit types, participants can access this activity through the SNMMI website (http://www.
snmmilearningcenter.org) through March 2025.

PET enables noninvasive imaging of regional in vivo cancer biology. By
engineering a radiotracer to target speciﬁc biologic processes of relevance to cancer (e.g., cancer metabolism, blood ﬂow, proliferation, and
tumor receptor expression or ligand binding), PET can detect cancer
spread, characterize the cancer phenotype, and assess its response to
treatment. For example, imaging of glucose metabolism using the
radiolabeled glucose analog 18F-FDG has widespread applications to
all 3 of these tasks and plays an important role in cancer care. However,
the current clinical practice of imaging at a single time point remote
from tracer injection (i.e., static imaging) does not use all the information
that PET cancer imaging can provide, especially to address questions
beyond cancer detection. Reliance on tracer measures obtained only
from static imaging may also lead to misleading results. In this 2-part
continuing education paper, we describe the principles of tracer kinetic
analysis for oncologic PET (part 1), followed by examples of speciﬁc
implementations of kinetic analysis for cancer PET imaging that highlight the added beneﬁts over static imaging (part 2). This review is
designed to introduce nuclear medicine clinicians to basic concepts of
kinetic analysis in oncologic imaging, with a goal of illustrating how
kinetic analysis can augment our understanding of in vivo cancer biology, improve our approach to clinical decision making, and guide the
interpretation of quantitative measures derived from static images.
Key Words: kinetic analysis; dynamic imaging; PET/CT
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M

olecular imaging with PET quantiﬁes emissions from radiopharmaceuticals designed to measure speciﬁc biologic processes
in vivo. As a method that measures absolute radionuclide concentration, PET is an inherently quantitative imaging modality. Indeed, the
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SUV of 18F-FDG, obtained as a measure of tracer uptake at a single
time point (static) in standard clinical practice, has found widespread
clinical acceptance in oncology (1,2). The quantitative capabilities of
PET, however, extend well beyond simple static uptake measures.
PET can quantify important features of radiopharmaceutical kinetics
such as tissue delivery, retention, and release back to the blood that
provide a more comprehensive picture of in vivo cancer biology and
can improve clinical decision making (3).
This 2-part series is intended for nuclear medicine trainees and
practitioners not familiar with pharmacokinetic principles and tracer
kinetic analysis. Part 1 provides the rationale for kinetics analysis in
PET cancer imaging, along with a framework for modeling, quantifying, and interpreting PET tracer kinetics. Part 2 illustrates speciﬁc
implementations of kinetic analysis for cancer PET, the added beneﬁts over standard clinical static imaging, and cases in which kinetic
principles can guide the interpretation of static PET images to
avoid pitfalls related to single-time-point imaging of a dynamic
process (4). We focus on methods and examples relevant to common oncologic applications, with an emphasis on 18F-FDG as the
currently most commonly used radiopharmaceutical for PET cancer
imaging. We also discuss additional examples of other illustrative
or emerging cancer imaging probes.
This review is intended to serve as a primer for kinetic analysis in
oncology. For those wanting a more detailed review of these topics,
including the underlying mathematic principles, we refer readers to
more comprehensive references (5–10). Additionally, this review
focuses on dynamic imaging and kinetic analysis. We do not, therefore, discuss static measures of 18F-FDG uptake beyond SUV, such
as metabolic tumor volume and total lesion glycolysis; these topics
are more thoroughly discussed in other sources (11).
WHY DO KINETIC MODELING?

After injection into the bloodstream, radiopharmaceuticals undergo
a series of complex molecular interactions with tissues. The resulting
image represents the combination of several key steps from injection
to uptake in cancer cells, including the following (Fig. 1) (12,13):
delivery to the tumor by regional blood ﬂow; transit across the tumor
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FIGURE 1. (Top) Depiction of movement of tracer (green diamond) from
vasculature to its intracellular tumor target (maroon V). Tracer is delivered
to tumor via regional blood ﬂow; travels from capillary, through interstitial
space, and into cell, where it interacts with its target in this example; and
may also follow reverse path. Static PET image represents summation of
tracer in each of these steps in tissue. For kinetic analysis, compartments
are constructed that represent key states of tracer (e.g., reversible compartment representing tracer in interstitial space and in cell, and bound compartment representing tracer engaging with target. Rate constants (K1, k2,
k3, and k4) represent transfers between compartments (deﬁned in Table 1),
which may depict multiple tracers moving through multiple barriers.

capillary membranes and through the interstitial ﬂuid; transport into
the cell, often by speciﬁc membrane transporters; binding to target
molecules (e.g., tumor receptors) or trapping after enzymatic alteration (e.g., 18F-FDG conversion to 18F-FDG-6-phosphate [18F-FDG6-P] by hexokinase); and release from the cell by disassociation from
the binding target or by reverse enzymatic alteration that no longer
traps the molecule (e.g., conversion of 18F-FDG-6-P back to 18FFDG by glucose-6-phosphatase).
This complex series of steps cannot be fully characterized by
imaging at a single time point remote from tracer injection. Timeresolved PET imaging can, however, be performed continuously
from the start of tracer injection to provide a dynamic series of
images that fully capture all steps in radiopharmaceutical delivery,
retention, and release (Fig. 1). By capturing the time course of tissue uptake and applying pharmacokinetic models that represent
radiopharmaceutical pharmacology and biochemistry, PET can
quantify speciﬁc biologic phenomena—for example, transport and
metabolic rate—that cannot be measured by simple static imaging
and SUV (3). So why go through the additional time and complexity of dynamic imaging and tracer kinetic analysis, given the ease
and efﬁciency of taking a single snapshot sometime later after
injection? There are several reasons.
The ﬁrst is that tracer kinetic parameters provide biologic insights
related to the radiopharmaceutical target and the disease process (8).
For example, dynamic 18F-FDG can measure both the rate of delivery
of glucose to cancers and the rate of its metabolism. Demonstrating a
balance or imbalance between substrate delivery and use may predict
important outcomes such as therapeutic response and survival (14).
Second, tracer kinetic analysis provides more precise interpretations of PET images. For example, for 18F-FDG PET, tracer remains
in the blood at notable concentrations for several hours after injection.
As such, static tumor images at the typical 1-h-postinjection time
point reﬂect a mixture of unmetabolized 18F-FDG exchanged with
the blood and 18F-FDG-6-P trapped by tumor glucose metabolism
(the biologic target of 18F-FDG). Static PET imaging cannot

distinguish between 18F-FDG and 18F-FDG-6-P since both have the
same positron-emitting isotope detected by the scanner. Dynamic
imaging and kinetic analysis, however, can use the time course of
radioactive 18F-FDG in the blood (plasma) and the total 18F-FDG
plus 18F-FDG-6-P in the tissue to infer the rate of intracellular 18FFDG-6-P accumulation and provide a much more speciﬁc estimate of
tumor glucose metabolism (12,13). This ability can have important
implications in the clinic and clinical trials—for example, for measuring therapeutic response (14–16).
Third, kinetic principles can help avoid pitfalls in interpreting standard clinical static uptake images. For example, the persistence of
18
F-FDG in the blood after injection leads to ongoing trapping of
tracer as 18F-FDG-6-P over time. For tumors with high glucose metabolic rates, SUV can increase over 30% in as little as 15 min at 1 h
after injection (17). Variability of uptake time in serial scans can therefore considerably confound the assessment of therapeutic response
both in the clinic and in clinical trials (14,18). Kinetic analysis avoids
this pitfall and can inform static imaging correction schemes.
These points illustrate that static uptake measures (e.g., SUV)
provide a clinically practical, albeit limited, approximation of information carried by radiopharmaceutical uptake kinetics. Furthermore,
the optimum timing of imaging and the optimum approach to
uptake quantiﬁcation are not necessarily the same for all tracers and
all tumors. Particularly, in the development and early testing of a
new radiotracer, or the application of an existing tracer to a new
tumor or treatment, initial testing should focus on dynamic imaging
and rigorous kinetic characterization to guide image interpretation
and clinical translation (3,13). Through detailed kinetic analysis,
tracer uptake can be characterized to guide the development of
rational simpliﬁed protocols more amenable to the clinic. An understanding of tracer kinetics is necessary before protocol simpliﬁcation to avoid or mitigate pitfalls of the simpliﬁed approaches
discussed above (8). A recent example can be seen in the development of a novel radiotracer for imaging poly[adenosine diphosphate-ribose] polymerase expression in ovarian cancer, in which a
study of tracer kinetics helped determine the nature of tracer retention in patients and guided the approach to static imaging (19).
Even when reasonable static imaging approximations are possible,
dynamic acquisition and full kinetic analysis can still yield important clinical data and biologic insights not possible with static imaging. Such examples are highlighted in part 2 of this review.
PET KINETIC ANALYSIS: PRINCIPLES AND REQUIREMENTS
Overview

Figure 2 illustrates the conceptual framework for dynamic PET
imaging (top) and kinetic modeling or analysis (middle). An important difference from standard clinical imaging is the need to collect
dynamic volumetric 4-dimensional (3 spatial dimensions and time)
imaging data over time. Key patient data obtained during scanning
include the measurement of the time-varying target tissue uptake
curves (time–activity curves), as well as data on tracer clearance from
the plasma. Target tissue uptake curves are obtained from direct
dynamic imaging, whereas plasma clearance curve can be measured
by blood sampling, image analysis, or a hybrid of both methods (8).
The middle of Figure 2 provides an overview of the approach to
kinetic analysis. The plasma clearance curve serves as an input—or
driving function—to a model describing tracer pharmacokinetic
behavior in the tissue of interest (5,9). A set of parameters describes
quantitative tracer kinetic features that include tracer delivery to the
tissue, retention or trapping in tissue, and efﬂux back to the blood.
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single anatomic area of interest for the duration of the scan. Given the limited axial
ﬁeld of view of PET scanners—typically
16–25 cm—the investigator must choose
Plasma
the most ideal axial position to image. If all
sites of interest are not contained in a single
axial ﬁeld of view, the investigator must
select the optimal area to scan, with the
inclusion of some lesions at the expense of
others. Additionally, if an image-derived
input function is to be used, the imaging
Compare
axial ﬁeld of view should also include a
2
(χ )
Plasma clearance
Tracer kinetic
Tissue uptake
Model-generated
large arterial blood pool—for example, the
curve
Model
curve from PET
tissue curve
(blood and/or imaging)
aorta—to measure the blood time–activity
curve in a location ideally just upstream of
Close enough?
Model
Starting guess
the organ or lesion of interest (20).
Parameter set
optimization
After the patient is positioned in the scanNo
Yes
ner,
the radiotracer is injected and imaged
Adjust parameters
continuously for a period that is dictated by
Kinetic parameter
estimates
radiotracer kinetics. Although a sharp bolus
injection is often ideal for modeling, other
protocols may be better suited for certain
applications: for example, a bolus-plus-infusion protocol (21). Additionally, for extended
studies (e.g., hour-long studies), motion correction may be needed if the patient shifts
during the scan (22,23).
Dynamic imaging data either are collected
in list mode, to be parsed into time bins
(hereafter referred to as frames) after acquiFIGURE 2. (Top) Data are acquired at single bed position (left) and reconstructed into multiframe
sition, or are directly binned into sinograms
dynamic images (middle), on which regions of interest are drawn to create time–activity curves
with predetermined frame durations. Most
(right). Blood time–activity curve peaks early in scan (red arrow, corresponding to early dynamic
current dynamic imaging protocols parse
frames), whereas tumor activity peaks later (blue arrow, corresponding to later dynamic frames).
the data into short (5–10 s for typical 18F
(Middle) In this schematic overview of the approach to kinetic analysis, raw whole-blood
time–activity curve must be partitioned into plasma vs. red blood cell activity and corrected for
tracers) frames early after injection to capture
metabolites to obtain plasma time–activity curve, which is then used as input to kinetic modeling
the fast dynamics of the tracer in both larger
process. Dynamic tissue time–activity curves act as standard of truth against which model estimates
blood vessels and the smaller vasculature
are compared in iterative process of kinetic parameter estimation. (Bottom) Kinetic parameter estiwithin organs. After the initial bolus, frame
mation (model-generated tissue curve) improves through model optimization as iterations increase.
durations are typically lengthened (1–5 min)
to decrease image noise when count rates are
Using the plasma clearance curve as input into the kinetic model, the lower and the kinetics are no longer as rapidly changing (Fig. 2, top).
kinetic parameter set—typically in the form of a set of differential Each frame is then individually reconstructed (8).
equations—can be mathematically integrated to generate a simulated
To be compared and used for kinetic analysis, all time–activity
(model-generated) tissue curve. This curve is then compared with curves must be calibrated to be in common units for either SUV (typithe measured tissue curve from patient imaging to estimate the good- cally mg/mL) or activity concentration (e.g., Bq/mL) (8,9). This caliness of ﬁt, typically assessed with the x2 function. The process of bration happens naturally for image-derived blood clearance and
parameter estimation involves iterative guesses of the parameter val- tissue curves but requires cross calibration between a well counter
ues toward the goal of minimizing the difference (x2 value) between and the PET scanner for plasma curves obtained by blood sampling.
the model-generated and measured blood curve from a predeﬁned Arterial blood sampling, commonly used for brain PET imaging and
goal. This process is known as optimization of the model ﬁt to the kinetic analysis, is less common for oncologic PET since, ﬁrst, large
measured data (Fig. 2, bottom), and the parameter values that yield blood-pool structures such as the heart and aorta are frequently in the
the closest ﬁt of the model to the measured PET data are reported as dynamic imaging ﬁeld and, second, oncologic patients often undergo
kinetic parameter estimates—the goal of kinetic analysis.
serial scans and toxic systemic therapy that make arterial sampling a
challenge. What often works well is a hybrid approach using image
Data Acquisition
analysis of a large blood-pool structure (e.g., aorta or ventricle) and
Dynamic data are typically acquired at a single bed position venous blood samples to determine fractional radioactivity in red cells
over time to measure the time course of tracer uptake and generate versus plasma and parent radiotracer versus labeled metabolites (8).
4-dimensional datasets of time-varying regional tracer concentration (Fig. 2, top).
Kinetic Model Formulation
To capture the time course of radiotracer uptake for the tissues
The next step in kinetic analysis requires a model, typically a
of interest, the PET axial ﬁeld of view is typically centered over a compartmental model. Model formulation needs to encompass the
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TABLE 1
Parameters of Interest for Typical Oncologic Models
Model type

Parameter of interest

Microparameters
1-tissue-compartment model

K1 (blood-tissue transfer constant), k2 (tissue-blood transfer content),

2-tissue-compartment model

K1, k2, k3 (representing substrate-target binding or metabolism rate constant),
k4 (off-binding or metabolic degradation rate constant)

Macroparameters
VT (1-tissue compartment)

VT 5 K1/k2

VT (2-tissue compartments)

VT 5 (K1/k2) 3 (1 1 [k3/k4])

Ki

Ki 5 K1k2/(k2 1 k3)

Typical units
K rate constant

mL/min/cm3

k rate constant

1/min

VT

mL/cm3

complexity of biology and biochemistry in living systems but, at
the same time, meet the challenge of estimating each facet of
in vivo biology given the spatial, temporal, and statistical limitations of the 4-dimensional datasets measured by PET (5,9,10,24).
As such, compartmental models used for PET typically represent
only the key, rate-limiting, steps that determine the time course of
tracer uptake: tracer delivery, metabolism, or target binding.
Radiotracer biochemistry and pharmacology investigated during
preclinical development and early human trials should inform
model design to yield model parameters of clinical and biologic
interest that can be estimated with reasonable accuracy and precision (10,24). In interpreting the parameter estimates yielded
by kinetic analysis, it is important to consider the biologic complexity of the processes underlying the parameter estimates and
the inﬂuence of common factors such as tissue perfusion, cellular density, and possible drug effects on the kinetics of the PET
tracer (Fig. 1).
In compartmental models for PET, the plasma clearance curve
(plasma time–activity curve) serves as the input (driving function)
to one or more tissue compartments. Compartments are virtual
constructs representing tracer label present between the key steps
that mediate tracer delivery, retention, and release (10,24). A tissue compartment can represent whole tissue, tumor cells, a subcellular location, or, frequently, a biochemical state associated with a
particular cell type. For example, 18F-FDG tissue kinetics are typically modeled as having 2 compartments (13,25,26). The ﬁrst is a
free or reversible compartment representing 18F-FDG delivered to
all components of tissue outside the blood vessels (cells and interstitial space) but not trapped by phosphorylation. The second is a
trapped compartment for 18F label retained in the cell as 18F-FDG6-P. This compartment consists of 18F-FDG that has been phosphorylated by hexokinase and is retained inside cells, unless it is
released to the reversible 18F-FDG compartment via dephosphorylation by glucose-6-phosphatase. In typical model illustrations,
compartments are indicated by boxes, and transfers to and from
the blood and between compartments are illustrated by arrows.
The blood, considered a driving function for PET kinetic analysis,
represents systemic delivery and clearance from the total-body
blood pool. The driving function is not a compartment and is
assumed to be unaffected by incremental tracer delivery to or

clearance from the tissue. In this formalism, each arrow indicates
a physical or biochemical transition and represents a difference
equation (as an approximation of a differential equation) describing mass transit. Parameters of interest for typical oncologic models are described below and summarized in Table 1.
Figure 3 illustrates the 1-tissue-compartment and 2-tissue-compartment models most commonly used for PET oncologic radiotracers
(top and middle, respectively) and an 18F-FDG kinetic model as a
speciﬁc implementation of a 2-compartment model (bottom). In PET
nomenclature, the plasma input curve serves as the driving function
for the model and does not count as a compartment by convention,
although in other ﬁelds such as drug pharmacology, the blood or
plasma clearance curve is an important focus of kinetic analysis and
is included as a compartment (27).
To illustrate the formulation of a kinetic model, we start with the
simple 1-tissue-compartment model (Fig. 3, top), which describes
tracers that are only reversibly transported into and out of tissues.
Such models have been used to estimate tissue perfusion (K1) using
82
Rb or 15O-water (28–31), as described in part 2. This simple
model includes only transfer from the blood into the tissue compartment (K1 [mL/min/cm3]) and efﬂux from the tissue compartment back into the blood (k2, [1/min]) (28). To illustrate how the
model’s graphic depiction relates to the model’s mathematic formula, we consider the arrows leading into the tissue compartment
(blood-to-tissue transport described by K1 applied to the plasma
time–activity curve, Cp) and out of the tissue compartment (efﬂux
described by k2) applied to the compartment activity concentration
(CR) of the single tissue compartment over a small time increment
(Dt). The 1-tissue-compartment model reversible compartment difference equation is as follows:
DCR
5K1 CP 2k2 CR :
Dt
The blood concentration is typically measured in Bq/mL, and the
compartment concentrations are considered as Bq/cm3 of tissue,
or, if density is known or estimated, Bq/g of tissue.
A common convention is to use an uppercase K to represent a
parameter that can be related directly to a physical quantity (5,9).
For example, K1 for 15O-water is equal to tissue blood ﬂow (perfusion, typically described in units of mL/min/cm3 of tissue) (28),
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compartment model equation. The reversible compartment now
has 2 source of input (plasma transport, described by K1, and
bound or trapped compartment efﬂux, described by k4) and 2 paths
for efﬂux (to the plasma, described by k2, and to the trapped or
bound compartment, described by k3), resulting in the following
2-tissue-compartment model reversible compartment difference
equation:
DCR
5K1 CP 1k4 CB 2ðk2 1k3 ÞCR :
Dt
For many metabolized tracers used in oncology, including 18FFDG in most tumors (2,33,34), the second compartment is largely
irreversible (k4 equal to or close to 0). In this case, overall tracer
uptake and retention are best described by a metabolic ﬂux constant (Ki) representing the rate at which the tracer moves from the
blood to its trapped stated in tissue, for example, 18F-FDG-6-P for
18
F-FDG PET. By considering equilibrium concentrations, Ki can
be expressed as a combination of K1, k2, and k3:

FDG 2-tissue-compartment Kinetic Model
K1: Glucose

18FFDG

transporter

Blood
plasma

k2: Glucose
transporter

Blood compartment

18FFDG

Intra-cellular
space

Ki 5
18FFDG-6P

k3: Hexokinase
k4: Glucose-6-

Tissue

phosphatase

Capillary membrane
Interstitial transport
GLUT membrane transport

Tissue Compartments

Biochemical reaction
Receptor binding

FIGURE 3. Kinetic model for generic 1-tissue-compartment model (top),
generic 2-tissue-compartment model (middle), and 2-tissue-compartment
model for 18F-FDG (bottom). Barriers encountered by radiotracer as it
moves between compartments are also noted.

which can be measured by a variety of other methods that include
both imaging and nonimaging approaches. Those parameters that
originate in a compartment are typically assigned a lowercase k and
have time constant units, typically 1/min. The lowercase k parameters are critical to model optimization but are often hard to relate to
measurable quantities. However, when referenced to uppercase K
parameters, the k parameters can describe steady-state kinetic features that can be related to measurable quantities. For example, the
volume of distribution for a 1-tissue-compartment model, often
termed VT, represents the ratio of tracer in the compartment compared with the blood at equilibrium, and is given by K1/k2 (mL/cm3).
For 15O-water, VT is interpreted as tissue water, a quantity that can
be readily measured by drying tissue samples and that can provide
an indirect estimate of tumor cellularity in some cases such as breast
cancer (28,32). In practice, most oncologic radiopharmaceuticals
have biochemical or molecular targets that retain the tracer in or on
cancer cells. This requires a second tissue compartment to describe
radiopharmaceutical interaction with the speciﬁc metabolic or binding
target (Fig. 3, middle). The 2-tissue-compartment model includes,
similar to the 1-tissue-compartment model, delivery to (K1 [mL/
min/cm3]) and efﬂux from (k2 [1/min]) a reversible compartment.
However, in addition, the model includes the rate of substrate-totarget binding or metabolic conversion (k3 [1/min]) leading from
the reversible compartment to a second bound or trapped tissue
compartment. The second compartment can also have an efﬂux
pathway (k4 [1/min]) from the bound or trapped second compartment back to the reversible ﬁrst compartment.
For illustration purposes, we consider the difference equation
for the 2-tissue-compartment model in comparison to the 1-tissue-
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ðK1 " k3 Þ
:
ðk2 1 k3 Þ

Ki is often called a macroparameter, comprising individual rate
parameters (microparameters). It is denoted with a capital K similar
to K1 to indicate that it has the same units as K1 (mL/min/g), and it
can be related to real-life measurements, such as cellular glucose
consumption for 18F-FDG. The rate of metabolism of the native
(traced) substance can be estimated by multiplying Ki by the
plasma concentration of the substance (mmol/mL) to provide a
metabolic rate (mmol/min/cm3) (9), as is described in more detail
for 18F-FDG below.
For completeness, we note that if both compartments of the
2-tissue-compartment model are fully reversible (k4 Þ 0), as is the
case for some tumors signaling receptors that serve as drug targets,
then VT is a more biologically or clinically relevant parameter to
described speciﬁcally retained tracer. The 2-compartment model,
VT, differs from the 1-compartment model in that it includes both
the reversible compartment and the bound compartment, the latter
of which carries relevant information regarding tracer binding to its
intended target. The 2-tissue-compartment model VT is given by …
VT 5 ðK1 =k2 Þ 3 ð1 1 ½k3 =k4 %Þ:
In this case, VT (mL/cm3) indicates an equilibrium partition
coefﬁcient ratio of tissue concentration (mmol/cm3) to blood
concentration (mmol/mL) that can be related to real-world measures. This approach is a mainstay of neuroreceptor imaging but
is somewhat less common for cancer applications. One limitation for cancer target binding studies, unlike most noncancer
brain studies (27), is the lack of an appropriate reference tissue
for nonspeciﬁc radioligand binding. Nevertheless, VT can be a
useful measure to, for example, guide the dosing of receptortargeted cancer drugs (35).
To further illustrate the nature of compartmental models, we highlight the model most widely used for 18F-FDG (Fig. 3, bottom) (25).
18
F-FDG can be modeled with an irreversible 2-tissue-compartment
model in tumors with absence of glucose-6-phophorylase and therefore a k4 of 0. As a glucose analog, 18F-FDG is relatively permeable
to normal capillaries throughout the body, and after transiting the
interstitial ﬂuid, 18F-FDG enters the cell through membrane glucose
transporters. This series of steps is described by the 1-tissue delivery
parameter, K1, which reﬂects a complex combination of blood ﬂow,
capillary permeability, interstitial transport, and membrane transport
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that has a modest correlation with blood ﬂow in many tumors (32).
Once inside the cell, 18F-FDG can either leave the cell through the
same bidirectional transporters (k2) or become phosphorylated to
18
F-FDG-6-P by hexokinase (k3), the same enzyme that converts
glucose to glucose-6-phosphate. 18F-FDG-6-P cannot be metabolized
to the next step in glycolysis and is not transported out of the cell
unless the phosphate group is cleaved by glucose-6-phosphatase
(36). Administered 18F-FDG that enters the glucose metabolic pathway is therefore effectively trapped in the cell for the duration of
imaging for most types of cancer, although several normal tissues
that actively make glucose or consume glycogen (liver, brain, muscle) and some tumors (well-differentiated hepatocellular cancer)
have ﬁnite glucose-6-phosphatase activity to convert 18F-FDG-6-P
back to 18F-FDG (k4) (25,33). The ﬁrst tissue compartment represents any unmetabolized 18F-FDG in tissue that is outside the vascular space, whereas the second compartment represents 18F-FDG-6-P
trapped in the intracellular space. 18F-FDG mimics glucose up to the
common rate-limiting step of phosphorylation conversion glucose-6P/18F-FDG-6-P. The Ki for 18F-FDG therefore describes the rate of
glucose metabolism through hexokinase, including glucose transport
from the plasma to cancer cells. Multiplying the 18F-FDG Ki by the
plasma glucose measured at the time of imaging (mmol/mL) provides an estimate of the tumor metabolic rate of glucose in mmol/
min/cm3 of tissue. This estimate comes with a note of caution that
the transport and hexokinase kinetics of glucose and 18F-FDG are
not identical (26,34), particularly in cancer (37), leading some to
describe estimates of tumor glucose metabolism from dynamic
18
F-FDG PET as the “metabolic rate of glucose assessed by 18FFDG,” or MR18F-FDG (13).
Parameter Estimation

As seen in Figure 2, the process of kinetic parameter estimation
involves iterative adjustment of the kinetic model parameters from
biologically reasonable starting guesses to values that optimize the
model’s ﬁt to the measured tissue curves. This optimization is done
by comparing the model-generated tissue time–activity curve with
the PET-measured patient tissue time–activity curve at each iteration and then making adjustments to the parameters until an acceptable ﬁt is achieved. To match the measured tissue curves, the
model-generated curves need to include the contribution of circulating blood in the small vessels and capillaries that are present in
all living tissue but are below PET spatial resolution. As such, total
activity concentration (CTOT, Bq/mL) in each image voxel or the
tissue volume of interest (VOI) is a mixture of the tissue compartment time–activity curves (CR and CB for 2-tissue-compartment
models) and the whole-blood time–activity curve (CWholeBlood)
(5,9), noting the contribution of whole blood to the image, whereas
the driving function uses the plasma time–activity curve. The contribution of the blood to the total tissue time–activity curve can be
included in the kinetic model using a fractional blood fraction volume parameter (VB), assumed to be a constant fraction across the
time scale of the imaging study using the following formula (for a
2-tissue-compartment model), with the convention that C9TOT indicates the model-generated time–activity curve versus the measures
time–activity curve, CTOT:
C9TOT 5 VB 3CWholeBlood 1ð12VB Þ3ðCR 1CB Þ:
Using the units described in Table 1, the model generates tissue
compartment curves having units of Bq/cm3, the same as measured
by PET systems. If a density correction were used with resultant
tissue compartment curves having units of Bq/g, the model output

must be multiplied by tissue density (g/mL) to have comparable
data for the model and measured data. Most use the approximation
of unit water density (1 g/mL), but tissues such as lung and bone
may require more accurate density corrections. Other formulations
consider models on a purely volumetric basis (7,27), avoiding this
issue and performing separate density corrections when needed to
compare parameter estimates with in vitro assays, which are typically done on a tissue weight basis.
During parameter estimation, the compartment activity concentrations, CR and CB, are generated by the model and CWholeBlood is
provided either by an image-based input function from a bloodpool structure or from the whole-blood activity measured by blood
sampling. The blood volume parameter VB can be measured using
imaging methods such as 11CO PET that label red blood cells
(38); however, this adds complexity and radiation dose to oncologic imaging protocols and is infrequently used in clinical practice and clinical research. Alternatively, VB can be estimated as a
parameter as part of the kinetic modeling. This estimation may
pose a challenge for highly permeable tracers for which the early
tissue uptake curve has a strong contribution from both blood pool
and tissue delivery (VB and K1 parameters), and estimates of the 2
parameters may vary with one another (32). In addition to adding a
blood volume component to match PET-measured tissue curves,
9
model-generated CTOT
curves are integrated over the same time
intervals as the patient imaging protocol to have the model mimic
the imaging process as closely as possible. Most kinetic analysis
approaches assume that the measured blood and tissue time–activity
curves are corrected for physical isotope decay. It is also possible to
directly include physical decay in the compartmental model for those
cases in which the physical decay constants are close to pharmacologic transfer constants (e.g., 15O-water studies (32)) to avoid pitfalls
during the model integration step in the kinetic analysis.
Parameter estimation requires adjustment, or optimization, of
the parameter set to minimize the difference between the model9
) and the measured curve (CTOT), typically
generated curve (CTOT
2
known as the x function (39):

x2 5 ðC9TOT1 – CTOT1 Þ2 =w1 1 ðC9TOT2 – CTOT1 Þ2 =w2 1
::: ðC9TOTL – CTOTL Þ2 =wL 1,
where the numbers 1, 2 … L indicate the time bins starting from
the ﬁrst time bin at the start of tracer injection to the last time bin
(bin L) collected during scanning. The w’s are weights applied to the
square of the model-versus-measured time–activity curve difference
for each time bin. These weights are typically calculated to be proportional to the statistical uncertainty of the PET measurement for
the time point. This approach reduces the inﬂuence of noisy time
bins with large statistical variability that typically occurs in short
early time bins used to measure the rapidly changing time–activity
curve early after injection and late time bins that are impacted by
physical decay of the tracer isotope. These weights can have a significant impact on model performance and can be tuned to optimize
estimates of the parameters identiﬁed as being most important for
speciﬁc applications (39).
Model optimization methods seek to efﬁciently adjust model
parameters to reach the smallest possible x2 value. Since the differential equations that deﬁne most models do not have a closedform solution, nonlinear optimization approaches are used (e.g.,
Marquardt–Levenberg algorithm) (39). Most nonlinear estimation
algorithms require initial parameter estimates (starting guess) and
parameter range limits to constrain the search to parameter values
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that are within biologically possible ranges. These values are typically taken from preclinical and other early tracer studies and
guided by the expected biology (40,41). Even with appropriate
weighting, good starting guesses, and appropriate parameter limits,
nonlinear optimization algorithms applied to standard PET data
are susceptible to local minima, overﬁtting, sensitivity to noise,
and parameter covariance (39). As a result, some kinetic parameters may not be able to be estimated independently of each other
or with reasonable precision (8). As such, it is possible, and perhaps likely, that not all model parameters can be reliably estimated, and the model should therefore be mathematically tested
before implementation and use.
Mathematic Testing and Validation

Model forms are typically chosen on the basis of the known
biology and pharmacology of the radiopharmaceutical and the
biology of the tissue and target. However, since all models require
some simpliﬁcation of complex in vivo conditions, it can be difﬁcult in some cases to select the correct model. In such cases, a
series of mathematic calculations and simulations based on measured time–activity curves can be used to test the ability of the
model to estimate relevant parameters. The ultimate goal of a
kinetic model is to estimate relevant macroparameters (e.g., ﬂux
or VT) and microparameters (e.g., k2 or k3) accurately (i.e., recover
the true value of the parameter without bias) and precisely (i.e.,
recover the same value with repeat testing). More complex models
with a greater number of parameters will undoubtedly improve the
overall ﬁt of a model to the tissue time–activity curve. However,
more complex models may result in overﬁtting such that kinetic
parameters are poorly determined, precluding reliable quantiﬁcation of the underlying biologic process. To account for a trade-off
between goodness of ﬁt and model complexity, several statistical
tests have been developed, including the Akaike information criterion (42), model selection criterion (MSE), and Schwartz criterion,
in which a penalty is given for the number of parameters included
in the model (43). These criteria quantify the ﬁt of a model with
consideration of model complexity to offer an easy means of comparison among candidate models (44).
Additional mathematic tests and simulation approaches have
been developed to study the ability of a model to estimate parameters under realistic imaging conditions (39). Through such rigorous
mathematic testing, the ability of a model to quantify relevant biology can be optimized (9,41). These approaches include sensitivity
analysis, identiﬁability analysis, and simulations that can provide
expectations for the bias, precision, and covariance of the estimated parameters (9). Sensitivity and identiﬁability analyses use
closed-form calculations based on typical model parameter values
and resulting tissue time–activity curves. Sensitivity analysis estimates the model’s ability to estimate each parameter on the basis
of its impact on the model-generated tissue curve. If a small
change in a parameter induces a large change in model output, that
parameter is likely to be estimated accurately; conversely,
parameters that have a low impact on the generated tissue
curve cannot be estimated accurately. Identiﬁability analysis,
including both analytic calculations and mathematic simulations, can estimate the ability to measure parameters independently. This analysis may reveal that some microparameters,
although needed for overall parameter estimation, cannot be reliably estimated independently of other parameters. An example
of this is discussed in part 2 (4) in the context of 18 F-FDG and
39 -deoxy-39 -18F-ﬂuorothymidine (18F-FLT), where studies show
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that only K1 and Ki (and not k2 and k3) can be accurately estimated
for typical cancer imaging conditions.
Simulations are particularly helpful to mimic the typical statistical noise encountered in the PET-measured tissue time–activity
curves. By adding noise to idealized time–activity curves, the precision and bias of the parameter estimates can be estimated. Such
estimates are key for interpreting kinetic analysis results and relating them to cancer biologic properties and clinical outcomes (9).
Several existing kinetic analysis software packages include estimates of parameter precision as part of their analysis.
Since PET kinetic modeling seeks to quantify relevant biology,
the kinetic model should ideally be validated against independent
measures of the biologic characteristic of interest. For instance, for
a tracer that measures receptor expression, correlation of uptake
measures with in vitro tissue expression of that receptor on excised
tissue can be used for validation. For 18F-ﬂuoroestradiol, PET uptake
has been shown to correlate well with tissue estrogen receptor expression as measured by a quantitative radioligand binding assay (45) and
by immunohistochemistry, with both qualitative and semiquantitative
measures on immunohistochemistry (46,47). As the latter measure is
used in the clinic to direct therapy, validation against this marker
facilitates clinical translation (46), noting that 18F-ﬂuoroestradiol has
recently been granted Food and Drug Administration approval. The
radiolabeled thymidine analog 18F-FLT has also been validated as
a measure of tumor proliferation through correlation with Ki-67, a
protein that is expressed only during cellular proliferation. Studies
have shown a good correlation between FLT Ki values versus tissue assays of percentage of cells with Ki-67, supporting clinical
relevance (48). Ultimately, though, for translation into the clinic,
PET uptake measures must be tested in the context of clinical care.
Carefully designed clinical trials are required to test the added
value of PET to the prediction and improvement of clinical outcomes, as described in part 2.
Alternative Approaches to Lesion Identification

Traditional approaches to PET kinetic analysis often use tissue
time–activity curves derived from the average activity in VOIs to
help reduce the statistical noise in the curve compared with singlevoxel curves. This approach generates a single set of parameter
values for each region drawn and represents an average of biologic
properties across the VOI. Whereas maximum uptake in a voxel is
often used for semiquantitative static measures (e.g., SUVmax),
kinetic analysis typically uses mean uptake in a VOI, which is
more robust to differences in image noise. In addition to simple
geometric shapes (e.g., a sphere), VOIs can be drawn using threshold or edge-based methods (49), using a peak VOI for more heterogeneous lesions (50), or mapping to an atlas of regions of
interest for neurologic applications (51,52). As an alternative to
VOI-based methods, voxel-based methods generate 3-dimensional
images of tracer kinetic parameters, called parametric images, that
better reﬂect the spatial distribution of tissue properties and tumor
heterogeneity than do VOI-based approaches (53,54). Voxel-based
analysis, however, is associated with more statistical uncertainty
in the tissue time–activity curves, which can lead to considerable noise in the parametric image. Methods that consider the
4-dimensional PET image as a combination of a common set of
fundamental tissue time–activity curves—for example, mixture
analysis, wavelet decomposition, and others—can mitigate this
challenge and add computational efﬁciency (55,56). When successful, this approach can improve the precision with which
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parameters are estimated and dramatically improve parametric
image quality (Fig. 4 (57)).
Interpreting Kinetic Parameter Estimates

Part 2 of this review provides several examples of how kinetic
parameter estimates can offer unique insights into the clinical biology of cancer that can help guide treatment selection and evaluate
therapeutic efﬁcacy. Some common themes apply to these interpretations. For the most part, parameters that quantify tracer delivery and retention yield the most reliable and clinically important
measures that provide information on delivery of drugs and
metabolic substrates (K1), metabolic ﬂux through rate-limiting
steps (Ki), and drug target availability and binding (2-compartment VT). Although (lowercase) k-type microparameters are
important for tracer kinetic insights and model optimization,
these parameters are theoretic constructs of compartmental
models inﬂuenced by in vivo native metabolite concentrations
that are often not easily measured directly (see, for example,
early studies of 11 C-labeled glucose and thymidine (41)).
Additionally, in some cases, microparameters are not reliably
estimated independently of other variables, especially in the
context of the heterogeneity (58) common in cancer imaging.
Therefore, new cancer radiopharmaceuticals—or new applications of existing tracers—require rigorous studies of kinetics
in preclinical and early clinical studies to determine the utility
and validity of tracer kinetic parameters as measures of cancer
biology and tools for guiding clinical practice.
Once established and validated, kinetic models may be used to
gain insight into the composition of a static PET image obtained at
any single time point. That is, kinetic analysis can predict the contribution of the different pools of tracer pharmacologic state to the
total image signal. This is exempliﬁed for 18F-FDG in Figure 5,
showing how an understanding of 18F-FDG kinetics can provide
insight into how to interpret SUVs. Using a 2-compartment kinetic
model to generate curves based on the range of kinetic constants
seen in breast cancer (14), Figure 5 depicts the contribution of the
free (18F-FDG) and trapped (18F-FDG-6-P) components of the 18F
label detected in tumor tissue. For tumors with low SUVs, uptake
reﬂects a nearly equal mix of free and trapped 18F-FDG, even late
after injection. As such, SUVs for tumors with modest uptake
(SUV , 3–4) reﬂects a nearly equal—and confusing—mix of
transport and tissue distribution (reversible tissue 18F-FDG) and
glucose metabolism (18F-FDG-6-P). However, for tumors with a

FIGURE 5. Representative low-ﬂux and high-ﬂux lesions in plots of individual components of model curve. Radiotracer is freely exchanged in
ﬁrst compartment but is trapped in second compartment. Major contributor of uptake in low-ﬂux lesion is reversible (ﬁrst) compartment,
whereas trapped (second) compartment is major contributor of uptake
in high-ﬂux lesion.

high SUV, most of the label is in the form of 18F-FDG-6-P by 60
min after injection, and the 60-min SUV provides a reasonable
indication of tumor glucose metabolism. This insight has several
important implications: ﬁrst, changes in uptake with treatment
should be interpreted carefully for tumors with low baseline
uptake, as they may reﬂect changes in tracer delivery or tissue distribution as a side effect of therapy rather than changes in tumor
health and viability as indicated by glucose metabolism. Similarly,
low 18F-FDG uptake may also impact the precision and interpretation of posttherapy uptake measures in treated tumors, which often
carries prognostic information that can be measured more accurately by kinetic measures such as Ki than by static measures such
as SUV (14).
Another insight from kinetic analysis is the variable behavior of
static SUV measures over time after injection. Low-uptake tumors
will have ﬂat or even declining uptake since the free 18F-FDG
component will follow the decline in plasma activity due primarily
to renal clearance of 18F-FDG, an observation that may be misinterpreted as glucose-6-phosphatase activity (not included in the
Fig. 5 simulated data, which had a k4 of 0). Highly glycolytic
tumors with high 18F-FDG uptake, as indicated by high SUVs,
will have increasing SUVs over time because of increased trapping
of 18F-FDG, confounding comparison of serial scans when uptake
time is variable (18). These illustrations provide a clinically relevant example of the beneﬁt of kinetic analysis, including providing
insights into how to interpret the static imaging uptake measures
most often used in the clinic.
ALTERNATIVE APPROACHES TO ESTIMATING TRACER
KINETICS: GRAPHICAL ANALYSIS AND OTHER
MODEL-FREE APPROACHES

FIGURE 4. (A) MRI demonstrates contrast enhancement in recurrent right
frontal glioma, with viable tissue predominately seen posteriorly. (B) Summed
20- to 60-min 2-[11C-11]thymidine PET image demonstrates relatively high
background uptake of tracer throughout brain, with mildly increased tracer
uptake in enhancing portion of recurrent glioma. (C) 2-[11C-11]thymidine Ki
parametric image from mixture analysis demonstrates increased contrast of
tumor compared with normal brain, underscoring beneﬁts of kinetic analysis.
(Modiﬁed with permission of (57).)

Although compartmental analysis provides a rigorous approach
to studying tracer kinetics, these methods have some undesirable
properties. Most notably, compartmental models require nonlinear
optimization to estimate kinetics parameters, a computationally
demanding task often associated with bias, covariance, and a lack
of precision in parameter estimates (9). This limitation spurred the
development of alternative approaches to estimating selected
kinetic parameters—such as metabolic ﬂux and VT—by linear estimation methods. Linear estimation—for example a simple line ﬁt
to 2-dimensional data—has closed-form solutions that typically do
not require iterative optimization. Unlike nonlinear approaches,
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these approaches are computationally efﬁcient, not dependent on
starting guesses, and generally tolerant to statistical noise in the
data (39).
The most popular approaches to radiotracer imaging, often
called graphical analysis, exploit the fact that most clinically relevant PET tracers distribute fairly quickly into target tissues and
settle into a period of exponential blood or plasma clearance, typically 20–40 min after injection. This quick distribution results in a
pseudo steady-state when, even though blood and tissue curves
change over time, tissue tracer uptake kinetics are driven largely
by rate-limiting steps of metabolism or target binding in the second
bound or trapped tissue compartment and not by transport and early
tissue distribution. This process can be understood using the 2-tissue-compartment model illustrated in Figure 3. Early after injection, when there is a rapid rise and early fall in the plasma
time–activity curve, target tissues will largely exchange tracer back
and forth with the blood in the ﬁrst, reversible, tissue compartment
reﬂecting early tracer delivery. Once this transient period has
passed, and the plasma clearance curve settles into more stable—
typically exponential—clearance, the reversible compartment
comes into a pseudo equilibrium with the blood. Tracer uptake
then reﬂects steady-state tracer movement into the second compartment, which represents trapped metabolic products or reversible
target binding. Seminal works by Patlak and Logan (59,60) recognized that these conditions lead to a late linear relationship
between time-varying tissue-to-blood uptake ratios and measures of plasma tracer availability, which can be customized to
yield ﬂux (Ki, Patlak analysis) or VT (Logan analysis) estimates
from a simple line ﬁt (Fig. 6), at some time after tracer injection.
Although an underlying model is not required for graphical
methods, knowledge of tracer pharmacology and kinetics in the
target tissue is key to ensuring that the assumptions of the chosen graphical method are satisﬁed.
Because of the popularity of 18F-FDG PET (a trapped tracer) for
oncology, Patlak analysis is often used to describe ﬂux into tissue
for cancer imaging applications. The irreversible uptake of 18F-FDG
in most malignancies lends itself to evaluation with Patlak analysis
(Fig. 6A), which can be understood in the context of the compartmental model illustrations in Figures 3 and 5, where the steady rise
in the trapped compartment (18F-FDG-6-P) time–activity curve
over time, together with a fall in both the plasma and the
reversible-compartment time–activity curves, lead to an increase in
the tissue-to-blood ratio over time in those tissues with active glucose metabolism by hexokinase (i.e., k3 . 0). When plotted in Patlak space, later time points, after the tracer has mostly reached
pseudo steady state (with the ﬁrst compartment reaching steady
state), can be ﬁt to a line in which the slope estimates the ﬂux
(Ki,18F-FDG) and the intercept reﬂects the VT of the ﬁrst tissue
compartment plus the vascular space (i.e., the Patlak does not
completely correct for blood volume) (59). For trapped tracers with
labeled metabolites, modiﬁcations to this graphical method have
been proposed (61). For tracers that bind targets reversibly (i.e., no
appreciable trapping), Logan graphical analysis may be used. If
blood input data are available, the original Logan graphical analysis
method (Fig. 6B) may be used to calculate the macroparameter VT
(60). These graphical methods provide computational advantages
(8) that lend themselves well to parametric imaging and other clinically relevant approaches. Speciﬁcally, these graphical methods do
not suffer from noise ampliﬁcation (62) and can even be applied to
raw scan data before reconstruction (63). A limitation of these
approaches is that although they provide robust estimates of
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FIGURE 6. Graphical methods of data analysis, including Patlak (A) and
Logan (B) plots, where CPlasma is blood time–activity curve and CTissue is
tissue time–activity curve. t 5 time.

macroparameters speciﬁc to the tracer and its target cancer biology,
they do not provide estimates of other key measures, such as drug
or substrate delivery (K1). Additionally, the reparametrized x- and
y-axes constructed for linear estimation are not independent of
each other, and as such, measures of variability of the estimated
macroparameter are difﬁcult to obtain (62).
Other model-free approaches to estimating kinetics have been
proposed that include the consideration of tracer uptake curves
as a combination of exponential clearance curves (64), recognizing clearance as a key pharmacologic property highly relevant to drug therapy. An alternative approach leverages the
residue method of Zierler and Meier (65) as an alternative to
compartmental analysis for PET oncology tracers (66). The
approach uses linear regression to estimate regional tracer
delivery (tracer ﬂow) and retention (tracer tissue residue). This
approach has the advantage of being a linear estimation method
that is computationally efﬁcient and robust, well suited to parametric imaging. Advances in imaging data science, including
radiomics and artiﬁcial intelligence, offer the promise of new
approaches to 4-dimensional PET image analysis that may yield
new insights, as demonstrated by a recent study applied to
locally advanced breast cancer (67).
CONCLUSION

Through kinetic analysis of dynamic PET imaging, speciﬁc interactions between the radiotracer and tissue can be quantiﬁed. Kinetic
measures may better capture relevant biology to inform patient management. In the initial development of a kinetic model, both biologic
and mathematic factors must be considered. A kinetic model should
be able to accurately estimate kinetic parameters that have biologic
relevance. Once a model is thoroughly tested, imaging protocols
may be optimized to eliminate the burden of imaging on the patient
and staff and possibly decrease scan time. Static imaging protocols
may also be developed and optimized to enable translation into a
busy clinic. Of course, the ultimate utility of a radiotracer lies in its
application, whether in research or clinical care. In part 2, we will
discuss such applications and emphasize cases that provide examples
for 18F-FDG and other oncologic tracers, as well as the beneﬁts of
kinetic analysis over static approaches.
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Latest Advances in Multimodality Imaging of Aortic Stenosis
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Aortic stenosis is a common condition associated with major morbidity, mortality, and health-care costs. Nevertheless, we currently lack
any effective medical therapies that can treat or prevent disease
development or progression. Modern advances in echocardiography
and CT have helped improve the assessment of aortic stenosis severity and monitoring of disease progression, whereas cardiac MRI
informs on myocardial health and the development of ﬁbrosis. In a
series of recent studies, 18F-NaF PET/CT has been shown to assess
valvular disease activity and progression, providing mechanistic
insights that can inform potential novel therapeutic approaches. This
review will examine the latest advances in the imaging of aortic stenosis and bioprosthetic valve degeneration and explore how these techniques can assist patient management and potentially accelerate
novel therapeutic developments.
Key Words: aortic stenosis; CT calcium scoring; CT-AVC; coronary
CT angiography; microcalciﬁcation; 18F-sodium ﬂuoride PET/CT
J Nucl Med 2022; 63:353–358
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Calciﬁcation remains one of the central pathologic processes
driving aortic stenosis progression and therefore a key imaging target (4). CT calcium scoring can accurately quantify the calcium
burden of the valve, providing a novel assessment of aortic stenosis severity to complement the latest advances in echocardiography. 18F-NaF PET/CT allows assessment of calciﬁcation activity
in the valve, providing novel insight into the underlying pathology,
identifying new treatment targets, and providing a novel biomarker
by which to test their efﬁcacy. 18F-NaF PET also has an exciting
potential clinical role in the assessment and prediction of bioprosthetic valve degeneration. Indeed, with the development of multiple novel PET radiotracers targeting inﬂammation, ﬁbrosis, and
thrombosis, molecular PET imaging holds major promise in transforming our understanding of aortic valve disease both before and
after intervention. This review will focus mainly on addressing the
key concepts around the assessment of the valve in patients with
aortic stenosis.
CT ANGIOGRAPHY FOR VALVULAR CALCIFICATION
AND FIBROSIS

A

ortic stenosis is the commonest form of valve disease in the
Western world and is associated with major morbidity, mortality,
and health-care costs. The number of aortic valve replacements
performed in the United States and Europe has risen exponentially
(1), and with an increasingly elderly population, the prevalence of
aortic stenosis is likely to double over the next 20 years (2). To
improve patient care and outcomes, we need a better understanding of the underlying pathophysiology. Aortic stenosis is a disease
of the valve and the myocardium characterized by progressive
valve narrowing and left ventricular remodeling (3). Technologic
advances in cardiovascular imaging now allow us to image both
the valve and the myocardium in unprecedented detail. Echocardiography and cardiac MRI offer a detailed investigation of the
health of the myocardium, as well as aortic valve structure and
function. Both approaches can identify abnormalities in cardiac
function, whereas cardiac MRI allows imaging of the myocardial
ﬁbrosis associated with aortic stenosis. The presence of such scarring can inform whether the ventricle is starting to decompensate
in the face of the increased pressure afterload and potentially optimize the timing of aortic valve replacement.
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The initiation phase of aortic stenosis development involves
mechanical injury leading to an inﬂammatory response within the
valve leaﬂets, followed by the propagation phase, in which progressive valve ﬁbrosis and calciﬁcation promote worsening valvular stenosis (5). Echocardiography remains the ﬁrst-line imaging
assessment for aortic stenosis, providing gold standard hemodynamic assessment of aortic stenosis severity as well as aortic valve
morphology (tricuspid vs. bicuspid) and left ventricular function
(6). However, a key limitation of echocardiography is that assessment of disease severity is discordant in a quarter to a third of
cases, leading to uncertainty about true disease severity (7).
Recently, multidetector-CT aortic valve calcium scoring has
emerged as an alternative ﬂow-independent marker of aortic stenosis severity to help resolve this clinical conundrum (4).
Electrocardiography-gated unenhanced CT provides a detailed,
reproducible, and accurate assessment of the calciﬁc burden in the
aortic valve, using the same imaging and analysis protocols as are
used for coronary calcium scoring (Fig. 1) (8). However, until
recently, we lacked appropriate thresholds that might differentiate
patients with and without severe aortic stenosis, thereby limiting
its utility (9). The appreciation that men and women require different amounts of calcium to develop severe stenosis led to the identiﬁcation of sex-speciﬁc thresholds ($2,000 arbitrary units [AU]
or $480 AU/cm2 for men and $1,200 AU or $290 AU/cm2 for
women). These thresholds provide excellent and robust diagnostic
accuracy for the presence of severe disease (4), which has been
validated across large multicenter international datasets (9,10). On
this basis, the recent European Society of Cardiology, American
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CT-AVC

Contrast CT

18F-NaF

independent predictor of a major adverse
cardiovascular event 30 d after transcatheter aortic valve implantation (Fig. 1).

PET/CT

PET/CT

Modern hybrid PET/CT scanners provide detailed molecular information about
1.
1.
1. Sex specific thresholds
the activity of any biologic process subject
2.
for severe AS.
2.
3.
2. Predictive of
to the availability of a targeted PET radio3.
4.
progression of aortic
stenosis.
tracer. They combine disease activity infor3. Highly reproducible.
mation from PET with precise anatomic
information from CT. The impact of carFIGURE 1. role of CT calcium scoring, contrast-enhanced CT, and 18F-NaF PET/CT in evaluation
diac, respiratory, and gross patient moveof aortic stenosis. CT aortic valve calcium score can reliably quantify aortic valve calciﬁcation, with
sex-speciﬁc thresholds ($2,000 AU or $480 AU/cm2 for men and $1,200 AU or $290 AU/cm2 for
ment on PET image quality has been a
women) being sensitive, speciﬁc, and accurate for presence of severe disease. Contrast-enhanced
major obstacle to both coronary and aortic
CT allows accurate visualization of aortic valve anatomy and quantiﬁcation of ﬁbrocalciﬁc volume in
valve PET/CT imaging. These challenges
18
young patients and patients with bicuspid aortic valve. F-NaF PET allows quantiﬁcation of disease
have been the focus of several image optiactivity, which is predictive of future disease progression and can be utilized as endpoint in mechamization studies, leading to the design and
nistic and medical therapy studies. AS 5 aortic stenosis; CT-AVC 5 CT aortic valve calcium; TAVI 5
use of novel designated software platforms
transcatheter aortic valve implantation.
and techniques that now allow the robust
College of Cardiology, and American Heart Association guide- assessment of disease activity in the heart and more speciﬁcally
lines have suggested the use of CT for the assessment of patients within the aortic valve.
Originally, cardiac PET/CT scans did not account for cardiac
with discordant echocardiographic measurements (11,12).
The aortic valve calcium burden quantiﬁed by CT is a pow- motion. Initial attempts to reduce cardiac motion exploited PET
erful predictor of aortic stenosis progression and of the develop- counts acquired during the end-diastolic phase, when the heart is
ment of clinical events, such as aortic valve replacement and relatively still (between 50% and 75% of the R–R interval). These
death (13). Clavel et al. showed that severe aortic valve calciﬁ- attempts led to reduced blurring from cardiac motion but increased
cation was an independent predictor of overall mortality (13) noise because 75% of the counts were effectively disregarded
and outperformed standard echocardiographic measures of dis- (17). In a reproducibility study, Pawade et al. (17) recruited 15
18
ease severity, signifying that CT can provide information com- patients with aortic stenosis who then underwent repeat F-NaF
plementary to that obtained during routine clinical care. Pawade PET/CT scanning. They compared data acquired using the original
et al. demonstrated similar results for aortic valve replacement nongated PET and unenhanced-CT approach with a modiﬁed
or death, an effect that persisted in the patients with discordant approach that combined contrast-enhanced CT angiography and
echocardiographic ﬁndings in whom this technique is most electrocardiogram-gated PET. They demonstrated that the modiﬁed technique allowed more accurate image coregistration, which
likely to be used (4).
Although CT aortic valve calcium scoring can reliably quantify allowed more precise localization of the tracer activity in the
calciﬁcation, it lacks the ability to quantify ﬁbrosis, which is an areas of peak mechanical stress, such as the leaﬂet tips and the
important component of aortic stenosis, particularly in young commissures. Finally, they demonstrated improved scan–rescan
18
women (14). Development of dedicated stand-alone software has reproducibility in the quantiﬁcation of valvular F-NaF uptake,
allowed accurate quantiﬁcation of the calciﬁc leaﬂet volume and particularly when a most-diseased-segment approach was used.
combined ﬁbrocalciﬁc leaﬂet volume from contrast-enhanced CT Indeed, these enhanced analysis techniques markedly improved
images (15,16). In a recent study, Cartlidge et al. showed that the reproducibility, resulting in a reduction in percentage error from
18
calciﬁed leaﬂet volume and combined ﬁbrocalciﬁc leaﬂet volume 663% to 610%. Doris et al. (18) have further optimized F-NaF
correlated well with hemodynamic assessments of aortic stenosis PET/CT imaging of the aortic valve. Using a diffeomorphic, massseverity on echocardiography, as well as with the unenhanced-CT preserving, anatomy-guided registration algorithm, they managed
aortic valve calcium score (15). The investigators showed that the to achieve motion correction without excluding any PET data.
addition of the ﬁbrocalciﬁc leaﬂet volume to the calciﬁc leaﬂet This novel approach improved the signal-to-noise ratio, with the
volume particularly strengthened the correlation with echocardiog- median noise decreasing by more than half.
These studies have advanced image analysis, allowing for
raphy in female patients (15). In another recent study, Grodecki
precise
image coregistration and highly reproducible tracer localiet al. recruited 447 patients with aortic stenosis awaiting transcathzation
at
the aortic valve leaﬂet level, with excellent scan–rescan
eter aortic valve implantation and 224 matched control subjects to
quantify calciﬁc and noncalciﬁc volumes (16). They showed that reproducibility of uptake values. These achievements have paved
the burden of calciﬁcation was higher among patients with typical the way for PET imaging in aortic stenosis both as a research tool
high-gradient aortic stenosis, whereas the noncalciﬁed burden was to improve our pathophysiologic understanding of disease and as
higher in the low-gradient, low-ﬂow aortic stenosis group. More- an efﬁcacy endpoint in randomized clinical trials of novel potential
over, total tissue volume was the best predictor of severe aortic therapies (19).
Calcification burden

Fibrocalcific burden
Anatomy of aortic valve.
Ascending aorta evaluation.
TAVI preplanning.
Fibrosis burden calculation in young patients and
patients with bicuspid aortic valve.

Disease activity
Predictive of future disease
progression.
Mechanistic insights.
Study's endpoint.

stenosis, followed by noncalciﬁed tissue volume, and more importantly, adding noncalciﬁed tissue volume to aortic valve calcium
score added incremental value for the prediction of severe
aortic stenosis. Finally, the noncalciﬁed tissue volume was an
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pathologic processes occurring within the valve. To date, research
has concentrated largely on 18F-NaF, a marker of microcalciﬁcation and developing calciﬁcation activity that is associated with
vascular injury and disease progression across multiple different
cardiovascular disease states (20–22).
In the ﬁrst observational prospective cardiovascular 18F-NaF
PET study of aortic stenosis, Dweck et al. sought to better describe
the relative contribution of inﬂammation and calciﬁcation activity
in aortic stenosis using PET (20). One hundred twenty-one patients
with calciﬁc aortic valve disease (20 control subjects; 20 patients
with aortic sclerosis; and 25 patients with mild, 33 with moderate,
and 23 with severe aortic stenosis) underwent both 18F-NaF and
18
F-FDG PET/CT at baseline with repeat echocardiography and CT
calcium scoring to track disease progression. Compared with control subjects, both patients with aortic sclerosis and patients with
aortic stenosis showed increased 18F-FDG uptake. Up to 20% of
patients with aortic sclerosis and 35% of patients with aortic stenosis showed 18F-FDG uptake, which progressively increased with
disease severity, emphasizing the underlying metabolically active
nature of the disease and conﬁrming previous observations (23).
Increased 18F-NaF uptake was clearly observed in patients with
aortic valve disease compared with control subjects, with activity
increasing more rapidly and progressively with advancing disease
severity. In total, 45% of patients with aortic sclerosis and 91% of
those with aortic stenosis had increased uptake. The proportion of
patients with increased activity rose sharply with increasing disease
severity, so that by the later stages of the disease 18F-NaF uptake
greatly outweighed 18F-FDG uptake, despite the reverse being true
in coexistent regions of aortic atheroma (24). This ﬁnding underlined the central importance of calciﬁcation activity in aortic stenosis, particularly in those with moderate and severe disease, as well
as providing a potential explanation for the discrepant effects of
statin therapy in the 2 conditions.
Progression of aortic stenosis disease after baseline PET/CT
imaging was assessed at 1 and 2 y using CT aortic valve calcium
scoring and transthoracic echocardiography. On repeat CT imaging, new valvular calcium was visible in a distribution similar to
that of 18F-NaF uptake observed on the baseline PET images
(Fig. 1). Indeed, baseline 18F-NaF uptake correlated strongly with
the subsequent rate of progression in the CT aortic valve calcium
score and with echocardiographic measures of hemodynamic progression. Increased 18F-NaF uptake was also an independent predictor of cardiovascular death and aortic valve replacement
(hazard ratio, 1.55, and 95% CI, 1.33–1.81 [P , 0.001], after
adjusting for age and sex). Although there is a clear need for imaging techniques that can predict aortic stenosis progression and
events, the CT aortic valve calcium score provides a broadly similar prediction and, as the cheaper and more widely available technique, has therefore assumed the dominant clinical role. However,
18
F-NaF PET has a role in providing novel insights into the pathogenesis of aortic stenosis, in identifying novel treatment targets,
and in serving as an endpoint in phase 2 clinical trials seeking to
demonstrate their efﬁcacy.
MECHANISTIC INSIGHTS AND CLINICAL TRIALS

The initial 18F-NaF PET studies highlighted the key pathologic
role that calciﬁcation plays in aortic stenosis, emphasizing that any
potential novel therapy would have to try to break the selfperpetuating cycle of valve calciﬁcation that drives the propagation phase of this disease. Other PET studies have also highlighted

other potential targets, most notably lipoprotein(a) (Lp[a])
(25–27). In a recent multicenter multicohort multimodality imaging study, Zheng et al. (28) investigated the importance of Lp(a)
in determining disease activity, disease progression, and clinical
events in patients with aortic stenosis. The study included 145
patients with available blood samples for Lp(a) and oxidized phospholipids on apolipoprotein B-100 measurements. On baseline
PET/CT, patients having the highest Lp(a) tertile had increased
valve 18F-NaF PET/CT uptake and, therefore, calciﬁcation activity
compared with those in lower tertiles. After follow-up, these PET
data translated into accelerated disease progression (assessed by
both echocardiography and CT aortic valve calcium score) and
more clinical events in patients with the highest Lp(a) tertile. This
effect appeared to be mediated by the procalciﬁc, proosteoblastic
effects of Lp(a) on valve interstitial cells via the actions of oxidized phospholipid. These ﬁndings therefore indicate that Lp(a)
lowering or oxidized phospholipid inactivation may slow aortic
stenosis progression and, alongside other observational data (29),
provide a clear rationale for randomized controlled trials of this
strategy.
The capacity of 18F-NaF PET/CT to measure calciﬁcation activity in aortic stenosis, combined with its excellent scan–rescan
reproducibility, makes it an attractive endpoint for clinical studies
looking to establish the efﬁcacy of novel therapies for this condition. Changes in valvular 18F-NaF uptake may potentially be
detectable earlier than with standard assessments of disease progression made with echocardiography and CT aortic valve calcium
scoring, which require several years to demonstrate a treatment
effect. Several recent studies utilized 18F-NaF PET/CT to gain
insights into the pathophysiology underlying aortic stenosis and as
an endpoint of clinical interventional trials. Indeed, this hypothesis
is being evaluated in numerous ongoing clinical trials of novel therapies and mechanistic insights in aortic stenosis—trials in which
18
F-NaF PET is being used as an exploratory endpoint (Table 1).
In a recently published double-blind randomized controlled trial
(Scottish Aortic Stenosis and Lipid Lowering Trial, Impact on
Regression—SALTIRE II; NCT02132026) (19), 18F-NaF PET/CT
was utilized as an exploratory secondary endpoint to establish
whether alendronate or denosumab could reduce disease activity
and slow disease progression in patients with aortic stenosis.
Participants underwent serial assessments with Doppler echocardiography, CT aortic valve calcium scoring (baseline and 24 mo),
18
F-NaF PET (baseline and after 1 y of therapy), and coronary CT
angiography. The study clearly demonstrated that denosumab and
alendronic acid have no effect on calciﬁcation activity as assessed
with 18F-NaF PET, nor do they affect disease progression as
assessed with either echocardiography or CT aortic valve calcium
scoring. Nevertheless, baseline aortic valve 18F-NaF maximum
target-to-background ratio was once again associated with subsequent progression in the CT aortic valve calcium score and peak
aortic jet velocity, conﬁrming previous observations (30). The
ongoing BASIK-2 trial (NCT02917525) seeks to inﬂuence calciﬁcation activity in aortic stenosis via an alternative pathway, investigating the effects of vitamin K2 on 18F-NaF PET activity and CT
aortic valve calcium scoring progression in patients with bicuspid
aortic valve disease (31).
BIOPROSTHETIC VALVE DEGENERATION

An aging population and the lack of suitable medical therapies
have led to a marked rise in the implantation of bioprosthetic heart
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TABLE 1
Studies Using PET Radiotracers in Patients with Aortic Stenosis
Study

NCT no.

Lp(a) and OxPL-apoB
role in aortic stenosis
(26–29)

NCT01358513

PCSK9 inhibitors in
progression of aortic
stenosis
SALTIRE II: study
investigating effect of
drugs used to treat
osteoporosis on
progression of calciﬁc
aortic stenosis (20)

Intervention
18

Population

F-NaF PET/CT

Follow-up

Primary efficacy
endpoints

Aortic stenosis (Vmax
. 2.5 m/s)
(n 5 145)

2y

Change in CT-AVC
score and aortic
valve 18F-ﬂuoride
uptake

NCT03051360 Biweekly injection of
PCSK9 inhibitor vs.
placebo

Mild to moderate
aortic stenosis
(n 5 140)

2y

Change in CT-AVC
score and 18F-NaF
uptake

NCT02132026 Alendronic acid (n 5
50) vs denosumab
(n 5 50) vs placebo
injections (n 5 50)

Aortic stenosis (Vmax
. 2.5 m/s)

2y

Change in CT-AVC
score and aortic
valve 18F-NaF
uptake

BASIK2: bicuspid aortic
NCT02917525 Daily vitamin K2, 360
valve stenosis and
mg (n 5 22), vs.
effect of vitamin K2 on
placebo (n 5 22)
calcium metabolism on
18
F-ﬂuoride PET/MR
(31)

Bicuspid aortic valve
and calciﬁed mild to
moderate aortic
stenosis

18 mo

18

Change in aortic valve
18
F-ﬂuoride uptake
at 6 mo; change in
CT-AVC score at 6
and 18 mo

NCT02304276

18

F-NaF PET/CT

Previous Bioprosthesis
or TAVI

10 y

Aortic valve 18F-NaF
uptake at baseline

In-vivo thrombus imaging NCT03943966
with 18F-GP1, novel
platelet PET radiotracer
(BioThrombus)

18

F-GP1 PET CT

Previous bioprosthesis
or TAVI

5y

Aortic valve 18F-GP1
uptake at baseline

F-ﬂuoride assessment
of aortic bioprosthesis
durability and outcome
(18F-FAABULOUS)
(34,35)

NCT 5 National Clinical Trial; Vmax 5 maximum velocity; OxPL-apoB 5 oxidized phospholipids on apolipoprotein B-100; CT-AVC 5
CT aortic valve calcium score; TAVI 5 transcutaneous aortic valve implantation.

valves (32). In the United States, there were more than 65,000 surgical bioprosthetic valves implanted and more than 72,000 transcatheter aortic valve implantation procedures in 2019 alone (32).
Bioprosthetic valve degeneration remains a major issue, but noninvasive methods for detecting this degenerative process have been
lacking. Current modalities (echocardiography and CT) struggle to
visualize leaﬂet degeneration because of the blooming artifact and
acoustic shadowing caused by the valve stent struts. Detection of
prosthetic valve degeneration relies on Doppler echocardiography
and identiﬁcation of apparent hemodynamic valve dysfunction: a
very late ﬁnding in the natural history of the disease. Consequently, even with meticulous clinical follow-up and serial echocardiography, many patients present with unheralded valve failure,
requiring an emergent repeat operation accompanied by a high
mortality (22.6%, compared with 1.4% for elective repeat surgery)
(33). The development of imaging modalities that can detect bioprosthetic valve degeneration earlier is therefore a critical unmet
clinical need. Calciﬁcation is the common ﬁnal pathway of bioprosthetic valve degeneration, leading Cartlidge et al. (34) to
hypothesize that 18F-NaF PET imaging, using protocols similar to
those applied to aortic stenosis, might identify the early stages of
bioprosthetic valve degeneration and predict subsequent deterioration in bioprosthetic valve function. In the “18F-Fluoride Assessment of Aortic Bioprosthesis Durability and Outcome Study”
(18F-FAABULOUS) (34), 71 patients with surgical bioprosthetic
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aortic valve replacements of different ages and no clinical or echocardiographic evidence of bioprosthetic valve degeneration or dysfunction underwent baseline 18F-NaF PET/CT imaging using
motion-correction and contrast-enhanced CT angiography, as well
as echocardiographic and clinical follow-up. Patients with
increased 18F-NaF uptake exhibited overt deterioration in bioprosthesis function during follow-up, with a strong correlation
observed between baseline valve PET activity and a subsequent
change in bioprosthetic peak aortic velocity. On multivariable
analysis, 18F-NaF uptake was the only independent predictor of
future bioprosthetic dysfunction, outperforming all other variables,
including valve type and age, and echocardiographic and CT ﬁndings (Fig. 2).
We have recently conﬁrmed these data using a cohort of 47
patients who had undergone transcatheter aortic valve implantation
(35). In these patients, baseline 18F-NaF uptake once again demonstrated a close association, with the subsequent change in bioprosthetic valve performance emerging as the most powerful predictor
of future bioprosthetic valve dysfunction. Interestingly, similar
rates of valve degeneration were observed using 18F-NaF PET, CT,
and echocardiography, indicating similar midterm durability of transcatheter aortic valve implantation and surgical bioprosthetic aortic
valve replacements. Given the apparent advantages of 18F-NaF PET
in the detection of bioprosthetic valve degeneration over CT and
echocardiography, and the clinical need to identify such
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18F-NaF

SAVR

B

TAVI

18F-GP1

SAVR

C

18F-GP1

TAVI

D

PET

CT

A

18F-NaF

FIGURE 2. Surgical aortic valve replacement and transcatheter aortic valve implantation. (A) CT en
face of surgical aortic valve replacement with evidence of hypoattenuated leaﬂet thickening, and
hybrid 18F-NaF PET/CT with intense tracer activity originating from area of hypoattenuated leaﬂet
thickening. (B) CT en face of transcatheter aortic valve implantation with no evidence of structural
leaﬂet abnormalities and normal baseline echocardiography results, and 18F-NaF PET CT with
intense tracer activity originating from transcatheter aortic valve implantation leaﬂets. Patient
required transcatheter aortic valve implantation 12 mo later. (C) In patient with clinical bioprosthetic
valve thrombosis, CT showing extensive hypoattenuated leaﬂet thickening on aortic aspect of right
coronary cusp, consistent with thrombus, and very intense 18F-GP1 PET uptake in region of heaviest
thrombus burden. (D) Normal transcatheter aortic valve implantation and normal baseline echocardiography results as seen on CT, and 18F-GP1 PET uptake conﬁrming ongoing platelet activation
on transcatheter aortic valve implantation leaﬂet tips. SAVR 5 surgical aortic valve replacement;
TAVI 5 transcatheter aortic valve implantation.

degeneration, further studies are now required to conﬁrm how
F-NaF might best be used to aid clinical assessment in this area
(Fig. 2).

18

FUTURE TRACERS

Recently, new radiotracers targeting thrombus formation,
inﬂammation, and ﬁbrosis activity with major potential for both
aortic stenosis and bioprosthetic valve degeneration have become
available. 18F-GP1 is a novel radiotracer that binds with high afﬁnity to the glycoprotein IIb/IIIa receptor on activated platelets (36).
It can detect in vivo venous and arterial thrombosis and shows
higher sensitivity than other current imaging modalities (36–39).
In the “18F-GP1 PET/CT to Detect Bioprosthetic Aortic Valve
Thrombosis Study” (NCT04073875), we have used this tracer in a
cross-sectional analysis involving 72 participants: 50 with bioprosthetic aortic valves and 22 with normal native valves. We showed
that all bioprosthetic valves but no native aortic valves demonstrated focal 18F-GP1 uptake in the valve leaﬂets. Higher 18F-GP1
uptake was independently associated with hypoattenuated leaﬂet
thickening and duration of valve implantation but not with valve
type (Fig. 2). This ﬁnding suggests widespread platelet activation
on the surface of all bioprosthetic valves, with further work now
required to understand whether and how this activation relates to
subsequent bioprosthetic valve degeneration (40).
68
Ga-labeled ﬁbroblast-activation protein inhibitor is a novel
tracer that is highly speciﬁc for activated ﬁbroblasts and demonstrates intense signal in regions of developing ﬁbrosis activity
across multiple organ systems. We are currently exploring the utility of this tracer in patients after myocardial infarction and in
patients with aortic stenosis.
68
Ga-DOTATATE targets the somatostatin receptor expressed by
activated macrophages and might therefore also prove of value in
better understanding the role of inﬂammation in aortic stenosis and

improving on the data provided by 18F-FDG,
which has been limited by nonspeciﬁc physiologic tracer activity in the myocardium
(41).
Finally, ammonia 13N PET myocardial
perfusion imaging has recently been used
to assess myocardial ischemia in patients
with aortic stenosis. Zhou et al. (42), in a
prospective observational study involving
34 patients with aortic stenosis, showed
that rest and stress myocardial ﬂow reserve
were associated with adverse myocardial
characteristics and markers of myocardial
stress and injury, suggesting that ischemia
has an important role in left ventricular
decompensation in patients with aortic stenosis and that perfusion assessments may
prove useful diagnostic information.
LIMITATIONS

PET/CT has evolved signiﬁcantly over
the last decade. Nevertheless, signiﬁcant
challenges remain in place. Among others,
these include radiation exposure, high costs
of imaging, and relatively limited access to
PET scanners. Moreover, cardiac PET imaging is made more complicated by motion (cardiac, respiratory, and patient) and by long
acquisition times (#30 min). Variations in the time between tracer
injection and imaging can affect quantitative assessments of disease activity. Image-quality degradation, caused by patient motion
during imaging protocols with long acquisition times, leads to
impaired quantitative accuracy. Optimization studies have helped
to overcome these hurdles and led to improved disease activity
quantiﬁcation (17,18).
CONCLUSION

Echocardiography will remain the cornerstone of clinical evaluation for most patients with aortic stenosis. However, CT aortic
valve calcium scoring has already assumed an important clinical
role as an alternative assessment of disease severity for those with
intermediate or discordant ﬁndings. PET imaging with 18F-NaF
provides complementary information on disease activity in both
native and bioprosthetic valves and has become an established and
exciting research tool that has altered our understanding of the
pathology of aortic stenosis and is advancing development of the
effective medical therapies urgently required for this increasingly
prevalent condition. There are several emerging tracers that promise to expand our ability to track several pathophysiologic mechanisms and to help us understand, treat, and perhaps prevent aortic
stenosis and bioprosthetic valve degeneration.
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reatment with immune checkpoint inhibitors (ICIs), such as
antiprogrammed death-1 (PD-1), antiprogrammed-death ligand-1
(PD-L1), and anticytotoxic T-lymphocyte antigen-4 monoclonal
antibodies, have dramatically changed the treatment landscape for
a wide range of malignancies (1,2). ICIs aim to restore antitumor
immunity by blocking immunosuppressive checkpoints, which are
hijacked by cancer cells to avoid destruction by the immune system
(3). Although ICIs are the breakthrough in cancer therapy of the
last decade, a key effort is to further improve their clinical efﬁcacy.
Biomarkers play a central role in allowing us to better understand
the underlying mechanisms of response, nonresponse, and acquired
resistance (4) and thus tackle the next challenge in immunooncology.
Biomarkers can be subdivided into blood-based, tissue-based (immunohistochemistry or sequencing), exhaled breath analysis (5), and
imaging-based biomarkers. As each biomarker has its strengths and
limitations, these proﬁles deﬁne their respective roles in the optimization of overall ICI efﬁcacy. For example, if the strategy is to preselect patients who may respond to ICIs, a predictive biomarker is
required that is preferably noninvasive, inexpensive, and standardizable. If the focus is a deeper understanding of the mechanisms of
action of ICIs, on which to base the design of appropriate (combination) therapy, biomarkers are required that answer questions in a
cross-validated method. Here, expenses and global applicability are
less important, but this type of research can accelerate future precision medicine advances and, most importantly, may improve on current drug development pipelines.
One of the challenges we encounter in ICI optimization is to deﬁne
the optimal assessment of the dynamics of tumor PD-L1 expression
and PD-1 expression on immune cell subsets. Our knowledge of the
regulatory mechanisms controlling PD-L1 expression, and its interplay with other checkpoint molecules (6), is incomplete and complicates the interpretation of static ex vivo assessments (7). Assessment
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of the expression of targeted immune checkpoint molecules on protein level on tumor tissue, such as PD-L1 expression, has become
clinical practice even though its predictive value is moderate at best.
Methods to classify and quantify tumor PD-L1 expression vary greatly (8). Histopathology and immunohistochemistry seemingly fail in
providing a complete picture, since not every metastasis can be biopsied in each patient and there is a reasonable risk of sampling errors
and misinterpretation. This is where ICI radiolabeled PET imaging
may play an important role. Data on whole-body PD-1 or PD-L1
expression obtained from PET radiolabeled antibodies may facilitate
a more dynamic assessment of immunooncology treatment. Since
several studies have now demonstrated the feasibility of 89Zr-labeled
ICI PET imaging in the clinical setting (9–11), we urge reﬂection on
the questions that can be addressed by imaging of the PD-1/PD-L1
axis with radiolabeled full antibodies. In other words, should clinical
PD-1/PD-L1 imaging be used as a predictive biomarker for preselection of patients, or might another role better match the biomarker
proﬁle?
In this issue of The Journal of Nuclear Medicine, Niemeijer
et al. report on the safety and biodistribution of 89Zr-pembrolizumab, a radiolabeled anti-PD-1 monoclonal antibody (9). They
showed that 89Zr-pembrolizumab PET imaging in patients with
advanced non–small cell lung cancer was safe, apart from 1 grade
3 myalgia after tracer injection, and feasible. Radiotracer uptake
correlated with the efﬁcacy of pembrolizumab, but this correlation
was not statistically signiﬁcant, as might have been due to the small
number of events (n 5 3) and corresponding low power.
To increase our current understanding of response and (primary)
resistance to ICI treatment, 89Zr-labeled ICI PET imaging can
make an important contribution to the ﬁeld. It enables the in vivo
visualization of the biodistribution of ICI, allowing us to address
questions on the relation between antibody dose and tumor uptake,
the relevance of heterogeneous antibody accumulation across different regions within the tumor, and the role of Fc-tail modiﬁcation or antibody isotypes (12). Furthermore, antibody-based PET
imaging may visualize different inhibitory and stimulatory immune checkpoints on tumors, immune cells, and healthy tissue.
These tools allow us to study changes in intratumoral accumulation in combination treatments with other therapeutic antibodies or
local or systemic treatments that may inﬂuence accumulation in
the tumor, such as radiotherapy or antiangiogenesis treatment (13).
Comparison of data at the immune cell subset and lesion levels
remains difﬁcult and is hard to interpret. As discussed by
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imaging trial, uptake of 89Zr-atezolizumab strongly correlated
with clinical response, whereas 89Zr-nivolumab uptake correlated
only with lesional response (10,11). These phenomena may have signiﬁcant implications in the interpretation of data from radiolabeled
ICI PET imaging studies and should be kept in mind, depending on
the respective research question.
It should further be noted that there are differences in the design
of the studies (Table 1). 89Zr-pembrolizumab and 89Zr-nivolumab
PET imaging were performed only on non–small cell lung cancer
patients, whereas 89Zr-atezolizumab PET imaging was performed on
a heterogeneous patient population (e.g., bladder cancer, non–small
cell lung cancer, and triple-negative breast cancer). The variable
PD-L1 expression and ICI treatment response across patients with
different tumor types may impact the potential correlation between
89
Zr-labeled ICIs and clinical response. Also, the PET analyses
differed. Lesion tracer uptake was quantiﬁed using SUVpeak in
non–small cell lung cancer patients, whereas in the study of Bensch
et al. (10) only SUVmax was reported. The cutoff of 2 cm to correct
for partial-volume effect was performed in all studies. The interpretation and relevance of tracer uptake in the smaller lesions is not certain but should be noted if we want to translate per-lesion data to the
patient level. Ultimately, all collected PET data, preferably including
metabolic features assessed by 18F-FDG PET, should be combined
in a data warehouse to identify the best approach for analyses and
may help in comparisons across different antibody-based PET imaging studies (16).
Future 89Zr-labeled ICI trials need to evaluate whether the differences in 89Zr-labeled ICI uptake correlate with overall survival,
progression-free survival, and objective responses according to
RECIST, version 1.1, using a diagnostic CT scan. Furthermore, baseline and on-treatment biopsies should be included in a mechanismbased trial program. Here, multiplex immunohistochemistry can be
used to quantify and localize corresponding immune cell subsets and
their immune checkpoint expression in biopsy samples (17). This

Niemeijer et al. (9), PD-1 is expressed by several immune cells,
including exhausted effector cells, and by antigen-presenting cells
such as dendritic cell subsets. Nonmalignant lymph nodes also
showed 89Zr-pembrolizumab uptake, which was demonstrated in
1 patient with the impression of a nonmalignant axillary lymph
node on an 18F-FDG PET scan and biopsy-proven PD-1–positive
lymphocytes. The authors do not specify whether the PD-1 expression was seen on antigen-presenting cells or T-cell subsets. The
difﬁculty in radiolabeled PD-1 PET imaging is also that lesions
are more difﬁcult to delineate in patients treated with a predose of
the ICI therapy. This effect can be explained by low numbers of
PD-1–positive cells in the tumor, migration of PD-1–positive T
cells, and PD-1 receptor occupation and saturation on treatment,
causing a loss of signal in 89Zr-labeled anti–PD-1 imaging. PET
with radiolabeled ICIs may therefore contribute to an improved
understanding of the on-treatment antibody behavior in blood,
tumor, and normal tissue such as secondary lymphoid tissues. If
baseline or early identiﬁcation of responding patients is conceivable, this contribution is of great importance to prevent unnecessary immune-related adverse events and costs (14).
Data interpretation is different when a PD-L1 checkpoint inhibitor
is used. PD-L1 is, for example, highly expressed by splenic cells.
Because of the sink organ capacity of the spleen, there is a dosedependent targeting of other PD-L1–positive cells, in particular cancer
cells (15). Also, translating the quantiﬁcation of 89Zr-atezolizumab
uptake to PD-L1 expression is difﬁcult, since the presence of the
tracer may be the result of favorable vascularization or permeability rather than target expression. This tracer presence can still be
beneﬁcial for the response to ICI treatment, but tracer uptake should
be interpreted cautiously. The intra- and interlesional heterogeneity
in tumor tracer uptake was described in all 3 89Zr-labeled ICI PET
imaging studies (9–11). Niemeijer et al. (9) reported that not even
half the lesions with a diameter of at least 2 cm showed uptake
on 89Zr-pembrolizumab PET scans. In the 89Zr-atezolizumab

TABLE 1
Main Results of Published ICI Radiolabeled PET Imaging Studies
Imaging
technique

Clinical trial

Tumor type

Patients (n)

Results

Niemeijer et al. (9)
(NCT03065764)

89

Zr-pembrolizumab
PET

Non–small cell
lung cancer

12

89

Zr-pembrolizumab PET is feasible and safe;
89
Zr-pembrolizumab uptake is higher in
patients with treatment response; 89Zrpembrolizumab uptake did not correlate with
PD-1/PD-L1 expression

Bensch et al. (10)
(NCT02453984)

89

Zr-atezolizumab
PET

Locally advanced
or metastatic
solid tumors

22

89

Zr-atezolizumab PET is feasible and safe;
89
Zr-atezolizumab uptake correlates with
PD-L1 expression; 89Zr-atezolizumab SUVmax
predicts response to atezolizumab, including
overall and progression-free survival, better
than PD-L1 expression assessed by
immunohistochemistry

Niemeijer et al. (11)
(2015-004760-11)

18

F-PD-L1 PET;
89
Zr-nivolumab
PET

Non–small cell
lung cancer

13

18

F-PD-L1 and 89Zr-nivolumab PET is feasible
and safe; 18F-PD-L1 uptake correlates with
tumor PD-L1 expression; 89Zr-nivolumab
uptake correlates to PD-1 expression on
lymphocytic aggregates; 89Zr-atezolizumab
SUVpeak correlates with treatment response
(responders vs. nonresponders based on
RECIST, version 1.1)
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information will add biologic relevance to the found heterogeneity on
radiolabeled ICI imaging and, more importantly, may shed light on
the question of why patients with a biopsy-based low PD-L1 expression by immunohistochemistry are able to respond to ICI therapy.
We are back to our main question: should clinical PD-1 or PD-L1
axis imaging be used as a predictive biomarker for preselection of
patients, or might another role better match the biomarker proﬁle?
We believe 89Zr-labeled ICI imaging can add value through allowing
us to better understand clinical ICI responses, through revealing ways
of therapy resistance, and through promoting future immunooncology
drug selection and development. The essential steps forward in
achieving this goal are, ﬁrst, to perform histologic evaluation for validation and in-depth molecular and immune cell proﬁling; second, to
perform a whole-body PET evaluation of radiolabeled antibodies to
dynamically approach immunologic responses (here, different uptake
parameters may correlate with clinical response); third, to gather—
into a data warehouse—knowledge of antibody distribution, binding
characteristics, and metabolic pathways to increase our understanding
of molecular imaging and support holistic multidimensional research
(16); and fourth, to ensure prospective standardization based on international guidelines.
Taken together, we believe radiolabeled ICI imaging is valuable
in current and future mechanism-driven ICI studies to improve ICI
treatment.
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The tumor programmed death ligand 1 (PD-L1) proportion score is the
current method for selecting non–small cell lung cancer (NSCLC)
patients for single-agent treatment with pembrolizumab, a programmed cell death 1 (PD-1) monoclonal antibody. However, not all
patients respond to therapy. Better understanding of in vivo drug
behavior may help in the selection of patients who will beneﬁt the
most. Methods: NSCLC patients eligible for pembrolizumab monotherapy as ﬁrst- or later-line therapy were enrolled. Patients received 2
injections of 89Zr-pembrolizumab, 1 without a preceding dose of pembrolizumab and 1 with a preceding dose of 200 mg of pembrolizumab,
directly before tracer injection. Up to 4 PET/CT scans were obtained
after tracer injection. After imaging acquisition, patients were treated
with 200 mg of pembrolizumab every 3 wk. Tumor uptake and tracer
biodistribution were visually assessed and quantiﬁed as the SUV.
Tumor tracer uptake was correlated with PD-1 and PD-L1 expression
and response to pembrolizumab treatment. Results: Twelve NSCLC
patients were included. One patient experienced grade 3 myalgia after
tracer injection. 89Zr-pembrolizumab was observed in the blood pool,
liver, and spleen. Tracer uptake was visualized in 47.2% of 72 tumor
lesions measuring BXP20 mm in the long-axis diameter, and substantial uptake heterogeneity was observed within and between patients.
Uptake was higher in patients with a response to pembrolizumab
treatment (n 5 3) than in patients without a response (n 5 9), although
this ﬁnding was not statistically signiﬁcant (median SUVpeak, 11.4 vs.
5.7; P 5 0.066). No signiﬁcant correlations were found with PD-L1 or
PD-1 immunohistochemistry. Conclusion: 89Zr-pembrolizumab injection was safe, with only 1 grade 3 adverse event—possibly immunerelated—in 12 patients. 89Zr-pembrolizumab tumor uptake was higher
in patients with a response to pembrolizumab treatment but did not
correlate with PD-L1 or PD-1 immunohistochemistry.
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mmune checkpoint inhibitors have changed the treatment paradigm of advanced non–small cell lung cancer (NSCLC). However,
identifying individual patients who will beneﬁt from immune
checkpoint inhibitors remains challenging. Better selection of
patients will likely lead to higher response rates, fewer unnecessary toxicities, and reduced costs. The current method of selecting
patients for single-agent treatment with pembrolizumab, a programmed cell death 1 (PD-1) monoclonal antibody, consists of
scoring tumor programmed death ligand 1 (PD-L1) expression
using immunohistochemistry. Although pembrolizumab monotherapy has been approved for the ﬁrst- and second-line treatment of
NSCLC patients with a PD-L1 tumor proportion score (TPS) of
1% or higher, only 28% of patients show a response to treatment,
according to RECIST 1.1; the highest response rates were
40%–45% for patients with a TPS of greater than or equal to 50%
(1–4). At the same time, approximately 10% of patients without
tumor PD-L1 expression respond to treatment (1,5).
PET with radiolabeled antibodies visualizes and quantiﬁes pharmacokinetics in vivo, which may help in the understanding of antibody behavior in blood and tissues (6). Previous research on
NSCLC patients with radiolabeled immune checkpoint inhibitors
revealed intra- and interpatient heterogeneity of tumor uptake for
89
Zr-nivolumab (PD-1) and 89Zr-atezolizumab (PD-L1) (7,8).
89
Zr-atezolizumab uptake strongly correlated with a response,
whereas 89Zr-nivolumab uptake correlated with a lesional response
but not an overall response. To our knowledge, studies of people with
89
Zr-labeled pembrolizumab have not been performed yet. Preclinical
studies with 64Cu- and 89Zr-labeled pembrolizumab in mice and rats
showed uptake in the spleen and liver and speciﬁc targeting of PD-1
(9,10). Although nivolumab and pembrolizumab are PD-1–blocking
antibodies with structural similarities, they bind to different areas on
the PD-1 receptor (11–13). In this feasibility study, we aimed to investigate whether the administration of 89Zr-pembrolizumab is safe, to
assess the biodistribution of 89Zr-pembrolizumab, and to correlate the
tracer uptake with PD-1 and PD-L1 immunohistochemistry and the
response to pembrolizumab treatment.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
Patients

This study was conducted according to the Declaration of Helsinki. The
institutional review board (Medical Ethics Committee of the Amsterdam

No. 3

'

March 2022

University Medical Centers [VU University Medical Center], Amsterdam,
The Netherlands) approved this study, and all subjects signed a written
informed consent form. The trial was registered at www.clinicaltrials.gov
(Clinical Trials Identiﬁer: NCT03065764). Twelve patients with advanced
NSCLC eligible for pembrolizumab treatment were included in this multicenter trial.
Tumor Biopsies

Histologic tumor biopsies were obtained before the ﬁrst 89Zr-pembrolizumab injection and after the last line of systemic therapy, in case
patients received prior therapy. Tumor tissue sections were stained
with hematoxylin and eosin (H&E), PD-L1 (Dako PD-L1 IHC 22C3
pharmDx), and PD-1 (Cell Marque Corp. Clone NAT105 antibody).
An experienced thoracic pathologist who was unaware of clinical
information evaluated the slides. PD-L1 and PD-1 expression was
measured as total (both tumor and immune cells) PD-L1 and PD-1
expression. In addition, tumor PD-L1 expression was scored as the
percentage of tumor cells showing positive staining in the sample.
PD-L1 was scored according to 22C3 scoring guidelines (14). PD-L1
and PD-1 were also scored according to the SP142 scoring system
(IC0, IC1, IC2, IC3) (15), but still with the 22C3 antibody.
89

Zr-Pembrolizumab

89
Zr-pembrolizumab was produced in compliance with current
good manufacturing practices at Amsterdam University Medical Centers [VU University Medical Center], Amsterdam, The Netherlands)
according to validated procedures (16–18). Pembrolizumab was
labeled with 89Zr in an inert way to ensure that 89Zr-pembrolizumab
kinetics fully resembled the kinetics of unlabeled pembrolizumab
(19,20). 89Zr-pembrolizumab was produced as previously described
with slight modiﬁcations (19). The production process is described in
detail in the supplemental materials (supplemental materials are available at http://jnm.snmjournals.org).

Study Design

The study protocol consisted of 2 imaging series per patient, 1 without and 1 with a predose of unlabeled pembrolizumab (Supplemental
Fig. 1). 89Zr-pembrolizumab (37 MBq 6 10%; 2 mg of pembrolizumab) was intravenously injected on day 0. Static PET/CT scans from
the skull vertex to the midthighs were performed 1 h and 3, 5, and 7 d
after injection for the ﬁrst 3 patients, whereas all other patients were
scanned on days 3 and 6 after injection. On day 12, patients received
an infusion of 200 mg of unlabeled pembrolizumab, followed within 2
h by a 89Zr-pembrolizumab injection, to maximize the chance of representing therapeutic tumor targeting. A diagnostic CT scan of the thorax and upper abdomen and brain MRI were performed before the
start of treatment. Pembrolizumab (200-mg ﬂat dose) was administered every 3 wk until disease progression, unacceptable toxicity, or
withdrawal of consent. Response assessment was performed with a
diagnostic contrast-enhanced CT scan of the thorax and upper abdomen, with or without brain MRI (the latter only in case of pretreatment
brain metastases), every 9 wk during treatment or more frequently if
clinically indicated. RECIST 1.1 was used for assessment (21). Durable clinical beneﬁt (DCB) was deﬁned as a partial response or stable
disease for greater than or equal to 6 mo.
PET Acquisitions

PET acquisitions were performed using a European Association of
Nuclear Medicine Research Ltd.–calibrated Philips Ingenuity TF, Philips Big
Bore, or Philips TF TOF PET/CT scanner (Philips Healthcare) at 10 min/
bed position over the area containing the primary tumor and 5 min over the
remaining bed positions. After this PET scan, a low-dose CT scan (50 mAs,
120 kV) was acquired for anatomic correlation and attenuation correction.
Whole-body data were corrected for dead time, decay, scatter, and randoms
and reconstructed with a matrix size of 144 3 144, 4-mm3 voxels, and a

89

time-of-ﬂight iterative reconstruction method. The transaxial spatial resolution was approximately 5 mm full width at half maximum in the center of
the ﬁeld of view.
PET/CT Analyses

Reconstructed images were transferred to ofﬂine workstations for
further analysis. Tumor accumulation was assessed by an experienced
nuclear physician and described as focal or diffuse uptake exceeding
the local background and incompatible with physiologic uptake. Volumes of interest (VOIs) were manually delineated on each scan using
the Accurate tool (22). Liver, spleen, brain, lungs, and kidneys were
manually delineated on each scan using the low-dose CT scan as an
anatomic reference (23). Fixed VOIs were placed in the descending
aorta to measure blood-pool activity and in the lumbar vertebrae to estimate the bone marrow activity concentration. Tracer uptake in all delineated VOIs was quantiﬁed semiquantitatively as the SUV. From each
VOI, we derived the mean and peak activity concentrations (Bq/cm3),
normalized for body weight. SUVmean is used to report organ tracer
uptake, and SUVpeak is used for tumor lesions (24). To compare tracer
uptake between imaging series 1 and 2, the percentage injected dose
per gram (%ID/g) of tissue was calculated. To avoid partial-volume
effects, only results for tumor lesions exceeding 20 mm in the long-axis
diameter are reported.
Blood Samples

Blood samples for assessing 89Zr-pembrolizumab concentrations were
obtained at 5, 30, 60, and 120 min after injection for the ﬁrst 3 patients.
For the other patients, blood samples were drawn at 5 and 30 min after
injection. Plasma and whole-blood concentrations were assessed by radioactivity measurements in a cross-calibrated g-counter (Wallac Wizard
1480; PerkinElmer Inc.). The plasma activity concentration was calculated
as the %ID/g.
Adverse Events

Adverse events were recorded from the initial signing of the
informed consent form to the second full dose of pembrolizumab. The
National Cancer Institute Common Terminology Criteria for Adverse
Events version 4.0 were used (25).
Statistical Analysis

Statistical analysis was performed using SPSS statistics for Windows version 26.0 (IBM SPSS). The median SUVpeak of all delineated
lesions (long-axis diameter of $20 mm) per patient were calculated
and used to compare the median values of patients with a DCB and
patients without a DCB. Because of the small patient numbers, PD-1
immunohistochemistry was dichotomized as “PD-1 low” (IC0 and
IC1) and “PD-1 high” (IC2 and IC3). A Mann–Whitney–Wilcoxon
rank sum test was performed to evaluate differences in SUV for a
response and immunohistochemistry. Progression-free survival (PFS)
was summarized using Kaplan–Meier plots. PFS was deﬁned from the
date the patient received the ﬁrst pembrolizumab cycle to the date of
radiologic progression or death (whichever occurred ﬁrst). The median
SUVpeak of the full cohort was used to stratify high uptake versus low
uptake, and the log-rank test was used to compare the groups. Correlations
between SUVpeak of tumor lesions on different scan days were calculated
using the Spearman rank correlation coefﬁcient. The Wilcoxon signed
rank test and the Friedman test were performed for paired data (multiple
groups). P values of less than 0.05 were considered statistically signiﬁcant.
RESULTS
Patients

Twelve patients, 5 chemotherapy naive and 7 with progression
after ﬁrst- or second-line treatment, were enrolled (Supplemental
Table 1). All patients had histopathologically conﬁrmed lung
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A

1 h after injection

SUVmean 89Zr-pembrolizumab

B

3 d after injection

5 d after injection

7 d after injection

15

10

Lung
Kidney
Spleen

5

Liver
Brain

in organs, and in tumor lesions between the
ﬁrst imaging acquisition (part 1) and the
second imaging acquisition (part 2). Plasma
clearance was slower for part 2 than for
part 1 (Supplemental Fig. 2). Because of
limited data, no statistical tests were performed. The concentration of pembrolizumab in the spleen was lower in part 2,
suggesting that the spleen served as a
“sink” (Supplemental Fig. 3).
For the other organs, no differences were
observed in %ID/g between part 1 and part
2 for the ﬁrst 3 patients (Supplemental Fig.
2). Remarkably, not all tumor lesions that
were identiﬁed in part 1 could be assessed
in part 2 (Supplemental Table 3). Nineteen
tumor lesions could be identiﬁed in 10
patients at multiple time points in part 1,
and 10 lesions were visible at multiple time
points in part 2 (Supplemental Fig. 3). In 2
patients, %ID/g in the primary tumor was
higher in part 2 than in part 1 (Supplemental Fig. 3). In the following paragraphs,
only data for part 1 are shown.
Biodistribution of

89

Zr-Pembrolizumab

On the ﬁrst PET/CT scan (performed 1 h
BM
after
injection), 89Zr-pembrolizumab uptake
Aorta
0
was observed in the blood pool, liver, spleen,
and kidneys (Fig. 1A). In 2 of 3 patients
0
50
100
150
(66.6%), the gallbladder was also visualized
Time after injection (h)
(Fig. 1A). Circulating 89Zr-pembrolizumab
89
FIGURE 1. Biodistribution of Zr-pembrolizumab. (A) Maximum-intensity-projection image of
in the blood pool was highest (SUVmean,
patient 1. White arrow indicates gallbladder. Red circle indicates primary tumor. (B) Tracer uptake
11.5 6 1.4) at 1 h after injection and decreased
per time point, measured as mean SUVmean for ﬁrst 3 patients at 1.1 6 0.3, 65.8 6 0.3, 113.2 6 0.7,
over time (SUVmean, 4.6 6 1.2, 3.0 6 0.5, and
and 161.4 6 0.81 h after injection. BM 5 bone marrow.
2.3 6 0.6 on days 3, 5, and 7 after injection,
respectively) (Figs. 1A and 1B). Uptake was
adenocarcinoma. Patients who were chemotherapy naive had high in the liver and spleen (SUVmean, 3.9 6 1.4 and 5.5 6 1.4, respechigher PD-1 and PD-L1 expression rates than patients who tively, on day 3 after injection) (Figs. 1A and 1B) and remained stable
received prior chemotherapy. Eight patients completed the full over time (liver: SUVmean, 4.1 6 1.6 on day 5 after injection and
imaging series. For patients 2 and 3, scans were not performed at 4.0 6 1.6 on day 7 after injection; spleen: SUVmean, 5.4 6 1.4 on day 5
days 12 and 14, respectively, because of logistical problems. after injection and 5.6 6 1.2 on day 7 after injection). Intestinal uptake
Patient 6 did not receive the second injection or treatment because was variable (Fig. 1A), and low uptake was seen in the kidneys, bone
of a large brain metastasis that required immediate treatment, and marrow, non–tumor-bearing lung tissue, and brain (SUVmean, 3.0 6 0.6,
patient 7 refused to undergo the last PET/CT scan because of dys- 2.4 6 0.5, 1.3 6 0.7, and 0.4 6 0.1, respectively, on day 3). In 8 of 12
pnea. For patient 12, only a scan of the thorax could be obtained patients, nonmalignant lymph nodes or adrenal glands showed low tracer
uptake (examples are shown in Supplemental Fig. 4). In patient 1, an
at days 6, 15, and 18 because of severe myalgia (grade III).
axillary lymph node (not suggestive of malignancy on an 18F-FDG
Safety
PET/CT scan) that showed low tracer uptake was biopsied. HistopathoThe most frequently reported adverse events were fatigue, logic examination showed a high density of PD-1–positive lymphocytes
anorexia, and dyspnea (Supplemental Table 2), most of which in the secondary lymphoid follicles and no malignant cells. The adrenal
were disease related. In 1 patient, grade III anemia was observed, glands of patient 3 were slightly enlarged at baseline but were not sugbut the onset was before tracer injection. One patient experienced gestive of metastases on the 18F-FDG PET/CT scan, and the adrenal
grade III myalgia after the ﬁrst 89Zr-pembrolizumab injection. glands remained unchanged during follow-up CT scans.
This patient discontinued treatment after the ﬁrst pembrolizumab
cycle because of the myalgia and had progressive disease within Tumor Uptake
Overall, a total of 216 lesions from 12 patients were delineated on
6 mo after the start of treatment.
the pretreatment diagnostic CT scan (Table 1). Of these lesions, 140
(64.8%) had a diameter of less than 20 mm, 4 were difﬁcult to meaPharmacokinetics
To explore whether microdosing of the tracer (2 mg) could be sure because of atelectasis, and 72 (33%) had a diameter of greater
used to image tumor uptake, we compared the %ID/g in plasma, than or equal to 20 mm. Sixty-two lesions (28.7%) were visible on
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TABLE 1
Lesions on Diagnostic CT and 89Zr-Pembrolizumab PET
Value*

Total no. of lesions determined on diagnostic CT
Lesions , 20 mm

26 (18.6)

Lesions $ 20 mm

34 (47.2)
†

2

Lesions without uptake and . 20 mm

38

Brain

2

Lymph node

7

Lung

2

Bone

12

Liver

12

Adrenal gland

2

Soft tissue

1

*

SUVpeak

4 (1.8)
62 (28.7)

Lesions , 20 mm

*

89

72 (33.3)
†

Lesions visible on PET/CT scan

Measurement unreliable

216
140 (64.8)

Lesions $ 20 mm
Measurement unreliable

Zr-pembrolizumab

Parameter

Three patients had a DCB
from pembrolizumab: 1 had a
partial response according to
8
RECIST 1.1, and 2 had stable
disease. Patients with a DCB
6
had a higher median tracer
uptake, but this ﬁnding was not
4
signiﬁcant (median SUVpeak,
11.4 vs. 5.7; P 5 0.066) (Fig.
2
5A). 89Zr-pembrolizumab uptake increased with the best
0
response category according
3
5
7
to RECIST 1.1 (P 5 0.047)
(Fig. 5B). No partial response
Time (d)
was observed in lesions with
negative PET results. Patients
FIGURE 2. Median SUVpeak of all
lesions for all patients.
with an SUVpeak higher than
the median (SUVpeak, 6.7) had
a longer PFS (median PFS,
25.0 wk) than those with an SUVpeak lower than the median
(median PFS, 7.0 wk), although this ﬁnding was not signiﬁcant
(P 5 0.21) (Fig. 5C).
10

Immunohistochemistry

*Values are numbers of lesions, with percentages in
parentheses.
†
Measurement of these lesions was unreliable because of
atelectasis.

DISCUSSION

This ﬁrst-in-humans study of 89Zr-pembrolizumab shows that
injection of 89Zr-pembrolizumab was well tolerated, with 1 possibly related adverse event. Tumor lesions could be visualized and
quantiﬁed. For all patients, at least 1 tumor lesion showed tracer
uptake after a single 89Zr-pembrolizumab injection. Tumor uptake
was heterogeneous within and between patients, and only
47.2% of the lesions with a long-axis diameter of greater than
or equal to 20 mm showed uptake on the 89Zr-pembrolizumab
PET/CT scan.

Response

SUVpeak

89

Zr-Pembrolizumab
day 6 or 7

PET/CT. Of the 140 lesions with a diameter of less than 20 mm, 26
(18.6%) were visible on PET/CT on day 6 or 7. Of the 72 lesions with
a long-axis diameter of greater than or equal to 20 mm, 34 (47.2%)
were visible. Two lesions were difﬁcult to measure. In all patients, at
least 1 malignant lesion showed tracer uptake (median, 4.5; range,
2–17 [per patient]). For the ﬁrst 3 patients, the median SUVpeak of
tumor lesions increased over time from 4.9 (interquartile range,
3.5–6.6) on day 3 to 5.2 (interquartile range, 4.0–6.8) on day 5 to 5.9
(interquartile range, 4.0–7.0) on day 7 after injection (Fig. 2). There
was no signiﬁcant increase between day 5 and day 7 after injection
(P 5 0.28). Intralesional tracer distribution was heterogeneous
(Fig. 3), and uptake patterns were variable (Figs. 4A–4D).
Of 4 patients who had brain metastases (38 lesions in total), 3
had been treated with (stereotactic) radiotherapy before the start of
the present study (18/38 lesions) (Supplemental Table 4). Increased
tracer uptake was observed in 2 patients (3
metastases): 1 patient had received wholebrain radiotherapy 9 mo before PET imaging
20
(1 visible brain metastasis; long-axis diameter, 33.1 mm) (Fig. 4D), and 1 patient had
15
not been irradiated before (2 visible brain
metastases; long-axis diameters, 31.9 and
10
19.3 mm).

Not all biopsied lesions (n 5 7/12) showed 89Zr-pembrolizumab
uptake (Supplemental Table 5). PD-1 expression and tracer uptake
were not correlated (the median SUVpeak were 7.9 for patients
with high PD-1 expression and 7.4 for patients with low PD-1
expression; P 5 1.0); neither were PD-L1 expression and tracer
uptake (the median SUVpeak were 7.6 for patients with a TPS of
,49% and 7.4 for patients with a TPS of $50%; P 5 0.72) (Figs.
6A and 6B). Pretreatment PD-1 expression did not correlate with a
response (P 5 0.41), whereas pretreatment PD-L1 expression of
greater than or equal to 50% did predict a response (P 5 0.049).

Diameter of lesion
2-3 cm
3-4 cm
4-5 cm
>5 cm

5

For response evaluation, we reported the
0
SUVpeak on day 6 or 7 because tumor uptake
was the highest and blood-pool activity was
the lowest, thus offering the best tumor-toFIGURE 3.
background ratio.
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FIGURE 6. Relationship between tracer uptake and immunohistochemistry. (A) Correlation between SUVpeak and PD-1 expression of biopsied
lesion. (B) Correlation between SUVpeak and PD-L1 expression of biopsied
lesion. p.i. 5 postinjection.

preclinical imaging studies with 89Zr-pembrolizumab in mice and
monkeys also reported high uptake in lymphoid tissues (28,29).
Variable uptake was observed in the intestines, probably because of
excretion. In none of the patients included in the present study was
colitis observed during pembrolizumab treatment. Low uptake was
All patients (except patient 6) underwent 2 imaging acquisitions, 1 observed in the kidneys, adrenal glands, bone marrow, lungs, and
without a predose of unlabeled pembrolizumab and 1 with a predose. central nervous system, suggesting that this tracer has a beneﬁcial
Plasma clearance was slower when the predose was used. We proﬁle for imaging lung cancer patients. In the present study, we
observed lower tracer uptake in the spleen in part 2 than in part 1, observed tracer uptake in some brain metastases. Since most brain
suggesting that the predose saturated the PD-1 receptors in the spleen. metastases were pretreated with radiotherapy and small in size
In part 2 (with coinjection of a predose), only 10 lesions could be (,20 mm), these factors could have contributed to the absence of
delineated in the ﬁrst 3 patients, whereas 19 lesions could be delineated tracer accumulation in several of these lesions.
in these patients in part 1. We assume that a predose of 200 mg (ﬂat
Tracer uptake in nonmalignant lymph nodes is regarded as speciﬁc
dose of pembrolizumab) occupied most available PD-1 receptors, caus- uptake. Lymph nodes are known for their role in the immune defense
ing a loss of signal. Recently, a ﬂow cytometry study in patients to pathogens, and tumor-draining lymph nodes are needed to engage
treated with pembrolizumab showed receptor occupancy on peripheral an optimal antitumor immune response (30,31). Nonmalignant lymph
mononuclear blood cells at the end of the ﬁrst infusion of 88%–100%, nodes are known to contain PD-1–expressing immune cells (27).
depending on cell type (26). Unfortunately, because of our limited data, One lymph node not suggestive of malignant involvement was
we cannot determine an “optimal predose” of unlabeled pembrolizumab. biopsied because it showed substantial 89Zr-pembrolizumab uptake,
The biodistribution of 89Zr-pembrolizumab was comparable to and immunohistochemistry did indeed show high PD-1 expression
that observed in previous NSCLC studies with 89Zr-labeled in the follicles. Whether PD-1 expression in lymph nodes is necimmune checkpoint inhibitors. High uptake was seen in the liver essary to obtain a response remains uncertain. In 1 patient, 89Zr-pem(likely because of tracer catabolism), the spleen (likely because of brolizumab uptake exceeded the local background in benign
binding to PD-1 receptors on lymphocytes and dendritic cells, adrenal glands. Lymphocytic inﬁltration of the adrenal gland
abundantly present in the spleen), and nonmalignant lymph nodes has been described (32).
89
(7,8). PD-1 is expressed on a variety of immune cells, including
Zr-pembrolizumab uptake was higher in responding
activated and exhausted CD81 T cells, B cells, myeloid dendritic patients than in nonresponding patients, although this ﬁnding was
cells, and monocytes; in fact, most patients showed 89Zr-pembroli- not signiﬁcant. Tumor uptake of 89Zr-pembrolizumab increased with
zumab uptake in nonmalignant lymph nodes (27). Recent the best tumor response category according to RECIST 1.1. Similar
ﬁndings were observed for anti–PD-L1 89Zratezolizumab PET/CT (8). We did observe
A
B
C
that negative lesions on 89Zr-pembrolizumab
15
15
P = 0.047
P = 0.066
100
logrank P = 0.21
PET did not have a response to treatment,
supporting our hypothesis that there is a link
10
10
between uptake and response.
50
We were not able to ﬁnd a correlation
5
5
between PD-1 expression and 89Zr-pembrolizumab uptake. Heterogeneity between surgical
0
0
specimens and biopsies is well known and
0
PD SD PR
no
yes
0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100
could account for the difference in tracer
Time (wk)
Best response
Durable clinical benefit
uptake and PD-1 expression in a small tumor
biopsy (33,34). This possibility is further supFIGURE 5. Relationship between tracer uptake and response. (A) Median tracer uptake of all
ported by the observation that 89Zr-pembrolizulesions . 20 mm for responders and nonresponders. (B) Median tracer uptake per best RECIST
mab tracer uptake was heterogeneous both
response category. (C) Progression-free survival curve according to median SUVpeak (blue, above
within and between tumor lesions.
median SUVpeak of 6.7; orange, below median SUVpeak). p.i. 5 postinjection.

366
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Median SUVpeak 89Zr-Pembrolizumab
day 6 or 7 p.i.

Median SUVpeak 89Zr-Pembrolizumab
day 6 or 7 p.i.

FIGURE 4. 89Zr-pembrolizumab uptake patterns. (A) Heterogeneous
uptake in paracardiac mass and homogeneous uptake in soft-tissue mass
in left breast. (B) Rim uptake. (C) Heterogeneous uptake. (D) Uptake in
brain metastasis.
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CONCLUSION
89

The present study shows that Zr-pembrolizumab PET/CT
imaging in patients with NSCLC is safe and feasible. In this limited dataset, we found that 89Zr-pembrolizumab tracer uptake
showed a nonsigniﬁcant correlation with a response to pembrolizumab treatment. Further research is needed to investigate the
value of 89Zr-pembrolizumab as a stand-alone biomarker or as
adjunct information for tumor PD-L1 expression determined by
immunohistochemistry.
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KEY POINTS
QUESTION: The aims of this study were to investigate whether
the administration of 89Zr-pembrolizumab was safe, to assess the
biodistribution of 89Zr-pembrolizumab, and to correlate the tracer
uptake with PD-1 and PD-L1 immunohistochemistry and response
to pembrolizumab treatment.
PERTINENT FINDINGS: In this feasibility study, we observed that
Zr-pembrolizumab uptake was safe and that it was higher in
patients with a response (SUVpeak, 11.4) than in patients without a
response (SUVpeak, 5.7), although this ﬁnding was not statistically
signiﬁcant.
89

IMPLICATIONS FOR PATIENT CARE: Further research is
needed to investigate whether 89Zr-pembrolizumab can be used
as a biomarker.
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Functional Characterization of Adrenocortical Masses in
Nononcologic Patients Using 68Ga-Pentixafor
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We aimed to investigate the diagnostic and prognostic value of
68
Ga-pentixafor PET/CT imaging in noncancer patients with suspected adrenal masses. Methods: Sixty-four patients who had benign
adrenal masses on CT were retrospectively included in our study. All
patients underwent 68Ga-pentixafor PET/CT, and 56 of these patients
subsequently underwent adrenalectomy. The subtypes of 81 adrenal
tumors, including 14 nonfunctioning adrenal nodules, 4 cortisolproducing adenomas, 41 aldosterone-producing adenomas, 5 cases
of suspected unilateral adrenal hyperplasia, 15 cases of idiopathic
aldosterone hyperplasia, and 2 pheochromocytomas, were determined by histology or follow-up evaluations. The diagnostic efﬁciency
of functional lateralization was calculated by visual analysis. Semiquantitative parameters of these lesions, including SUVmax, the ratio
of lesional SUVmax to normal liver SUVmean (LLR), and the ratio of
lesional SUVmax to contralateral adrenal tissue SUVmean (LCR), were
also calculated. Dynamic analysis was also performed on 15 patients.
In addition, clinical outcomes were assessed and compared in
patients who underwent adrenalectomy. Results: The sensitivity and
speciﬁcity of 68Ga-pentixafor PET for functional lateralization in
patients with adrenocortical lesions were 97.8% (45/46) and 87.5%
(14/16), respectively. The 2 pheochromocytoma lesions had lower
pentixafor uptake than the normal adrenal glands. Functioning (active)
adrenocortical adenomas showed an elevated SUVmax of 16.3 6 7.9,
in comparison to 4.4 6 1.7 in nonfunctioning (inactive) adenomas and
5.5 6 2.7 in hyperplasia lesions (P , 0.0001). To identify active adrenocortical adenomas, a cutoff of 7.1 for SUVmax showed a sensitivity
of 90.9% and a speciﬁcity of 85.3% (area under receiver-operatingcharacteristic curve, 0.96; P , 0.0001); a cutoff of 2.5 for LLR showed
a sensitivity of 95.5% and a speciﬁcity of 88.2% (area under receiveroperating-characteristic curve, 0.97; P , 0.0001); and a cutoff of 2.4
for LCR showed a sensitivity of 88.6% and a speciﬁcity of 91.8%
(area under receiver-operating-characteristic curve, 0.95; P , 0.0001).
The graphical inﬂux rate constant of active adrenocortical adenomas
was signiﬁcantly higher than that of inactive adenomas. Uptake values
for 68Ga-pentixafor were signiﬁcantly higher in patients with preferable
outcomes (cured/improved) (SUVmax, 15.5 6 8.0; LLR, 6.5 6 4.3; LCR,
6.2 6 5.0) than in patients with nonpreferable outcomes (no improvement) (SUVmax, 4.2 6 0.5; LLR, 1.3 6 0.2; LCR, 1.5 6 0.6; all
P , 0.0001). Conclusion: 68Ga-pentixafor PET/CT imaging exhibits
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great potential for noninvasive functional lateralization and characterization in patients with adrenocortical masses.
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T

he widespread use of conventional imaging modalities has
increased the identiﬁcation of adrenal masses. Adrenocortical adenomas, which are generally nonfunctioning adrenal adenomas
(NFAs), account for 36%–94% of adrenal incidentalomas diagnosed in patients without malignant diseases (1). As compared
with NFAs, functional adrenocortical adenomas are associated
with increased morbidity and elevated mortality. Adrenalectomy is
indicated in patients with suspected malignancies or functional
adrenal tumors, whereas active surveillance is recommended for
patients with NFAs (2).
Thereby, it is essential to determine the hormonal secretion of
adrenal lesions (e.g., aldosterone-producing adenoma [APA] causing primary hyperaldosteronism [PA], cortisol-producing adenoma
[CPA] in Cushing syndrome patients, or pheochromocytomas vs.
NFAs), and lateralizing the disease to a single adrenal gland (e.g.,
unilateral APA or unilateral adrenal hyperplasia [UAH] vs. idiopathic aldosterone hyperplasia [IAH] in PA patients or unilateral
vs. bilateral functional adenoma) is essential for surgical management for adrenal benign lesions; bilateral IAHs are treated with
medication (2–4).
Identifying the functional distinctions between adrenal nodules
remains challenging (3,4). The functional diagnostic workup of
adrenal masses, including screening, conﬁrmatory tests, and subtype differentiation, is based on a combination of clinical symptoms, the presence of adrenal hormonal disorders, radiographic
features, and the results of adrenal venous sampling (AVS). AVS
is highly recommended for lateralization because of the increased
occurrence rate of NFA in older patients (.35 y old) (4,5). However, the clinical manifestations of endocrine diseases are diverse,
and a lack of uniformity in diagnostic protocols and assay methods
for determining hormonal disorders in adrenal masses results in
signiﬁcant variability in measurements. Besides, conventional
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imaging provides lesional morphology but not its functional status.
If the diagnosis is based solely on adrenal CT, nonfunctional unilateral adrenal macroadenomas are indistinguishable from APAs,
and small APAs may be misidentiﬁed as IAH by radiologists (3).
An effective and noninvasive workup would be helpful to obviate
AVS for the characterization of adrenal masses and their therapeutic management.
The potential utility of molecular imaging in the investigation
of adrenal disorders has been recognized. The CXC chemokine
receptor type 4 (CXCR4), which is a G protein–coupled receptor
expressed on the surface of the cell membrane, contributes to the
development and progression of malignancies. CXCR4 expression
has been reported to be upregulated in APAs and CPAs; however,
its expression is almost negligible in NFAs (6). Besides, CXCR4
is also hardly expressed by the tumor cells in paragangliomas (7).
68
Ga-pentixafor, a CXCR4-speciﬁc PET tracer, may therefore be
effective for the evaluation of the functional lateralization of adrenal lesions and identiﬁcation of functional adrenocortical adenomas. In this pilot study, we aimed to develop 68Ga-pentixafor
PET/CT as a noninvasive test for the recognition of functional
adrenocortical lesions and to help guide the management of nononcologic patients with suspected adrenal tumors.

Imaging Analysis

MATERIALS AND METHODS

On visual analysis of the static images, 68Ga-pentixafor–avid
adrenal nodules were deﬁned as those showing a higher uptake of
68
Ga-pentixafor on PET imaging than was present in the ipsilateral or
contralateral normal adrenal glands. The scan was considered negative
if it showed 68Ga-pentixafor uptake equal to or less than that in the
normal adrenal glands. The presence of 68Ga-pentixafor–avid adrenal
nodules indicated the adrenal lateralization.
For semiquantitative analysis of 68Ga-pentixafor PET/CT data, spheric
volumes of interest were assigned to the center of adrenal lesions using
CT images and the normal adrenal gland. Another volume of interest
was placed in the liver adjacent to the right adrenal gland (2-cm-diameter
sphere). The SUVmax of lesions, the ratio of the lesional SUVmax to the
normal liver SUVmean (LLR), and the ratio of the lesional SUVmax to the
contralateral adrenal tissue SUVmean (LCR) were calculated.
All scans were interpreted by nuclear medicine physicians experienced in 68Ga-pentixafor PET; they were unaware of the clinical information. A joint reevaluation was performed if the interpretation was
incongruent. The preliminary results that were categorized as lateralization (e.g., negative or positive on the right, on the left, on bilaterally)
were used to assist the clinician in the diagnosis and management of
patients. On completion of the follow-up, all scans were retrospectively reviewed. The results that represented a clinical diagnosis with
lateralization (e.g., APA, left, or CPA, right) were used for the ﬁnal
retrospective analysis (Supplemental Table1).

Patients and Clinical Diagnosis

Patient Therapy Management and Outcomes

In this retrospective study, we included 66 nononcologic patients
with adrenal nodules who underwent 68Ga-pentixafor PET/CT examinations between August 1, 2018, and August 30, 2019. The patients
with a history of malignancy were excluded. Before PET/CT examination, adrenal CT was performed. A series of continuous patients with
adrenal disease who had features of benign adrenal masses (homogeneous lesions with smooth margins) identiﬁed on adrenal CT were
included in our study. The patients were referred to us by a certiﬁed
specialist in clinical endocrinology or in urology, because the adrenal
masses were incidentally (n 5 55) or speciﬁcally (e.g., patients with
endocrine symptoms, n 5 11) discovered during an abdominal imaging
procedure.
Two patients with a malignant adrenal lesion or a nonadrenal lesion
were excluded. Thus, 64 patients were analyzed in this study, with
diagnoses based on clinical variables, laboratory assessment, adrenal
CT imaging, AVS examination (4 patients), histopathologic examination, and follow-up evaluation (median, 22.5 6 4.1 mo). The diagnostic criteria are listed in the supplemental materials, which are available
at http://jnm.snmjournals.org (8,9).
Written informed consent to undergo 68Ga-pentixafor PET imaging
was obtained from all patients, and the consent form and study were
approved by the Ethical Committee of Peking Union Medical College
Hospital (institutional review board protocol ZS-1435).

The management of patients was codetermined by endocrinologists
and urologists on the basis of the clinical and imaging presentations.
Fifty-six patients underwent adrenalectomy with subsequent pathologic analysis. Of these, 47 patients (83.9%) underwent adrenalectomy
for suspected adrenal endocrine disease (43 for suspected APA, 3 for
suspected CPA, and 1 for suspected pheochromocytoma). Nine
suspected-NFA patients (16.1%) underwent adrenalectomy because of
tumor growth. Three patients with suspected primary APA did not
undergo surgery because of a poor physical condition. Five patients
received medical treatment for suspected primary IHA.
The outcome assessment criteria for postoperative patients with
adrenocortical lesions are listed in the supplemental materials (11).
The outcomes for PA and Cushing syndrome patients were classiﬁed
into 3 groups (cured, improved, or not improved), whereas the NFA
patients were classiﬁed into 2 groups (not improved or not changed).
The median follow-up time from surgery was 22.2 6 3.9 mo. A ﬂow
diagram of patient enrollment, treatment, and follow-up evaluations is
presented in Figure 1.

Static and Dynamic PET Imaging

The 68Ga-pentixafor was prepared as previously described (10), with
a radiochemical purity of at least 95%. All images were acquired using a
dedicated PET/CT scanner (PoleStar m660; SinoUnion Health Care
Inc.) at the Peking Union Medical College Hospital. Fifteen patients
with 16 adrenal lesions (including 11 APA lesions and 5 NFA lesions)
underwent 30-min dynamic imaging starting immediately after intravenous injection of a 68Ga-pentixafor bolus (128.0 6 77.0 MBq). The
reconstruction methods are described in the supplemental materials. In
the other 49 patients, static imaging of the upper abdomen and adrenal
region was performed over 5 min using a single bed position, with
an uptake time of 25–30 min after injection of 87.7 6 64.8 MBq of
68
Ga-pentixafor.

68

FIGURE 1. Flow diagram for enrollment, diagnosis, treatment, and
follow-up examinations of patients.
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TABLE 1
Baseline Characteristics of the 64 Patients
Characteristic

score. Subsequently, the H score was classiﬁed into 3 groups (0–3,
4–8, and 9–12). Then, the differences in the SUVmax of 68Ga pentixafor among the 3 groups were calculated and analyzed. The analysis of
the immunohistochemistry of CXCR4 is included in the supplemental
materials.

Data

Age (y)

47 6 10

Sex

Statistical Analysis

Male

All data were processed using SPSS, version 22.0 (IBM), and
Prism, version 8 (GraphPad), statistical software. The sensitivity and
speciﬁcity of 68Ga-pentixafor PET/CT visual analysis for adrenal
functional lateralization were calculated. The semiquantitative variables (SUVmax, LLR, and LCR) were compared using ANOVA in categorized adrenocortical lesions (adenoma-active, adenoma-inactive/
hyperplastic). The Pearson correlation between the SUVmax and the H
score was calculated. The sensitivity and speciﬁcity of 68Ga-pentixafor
PET/CT semiquantitative analysis for discriminating the adenomaactive group from the non–adenoma-active group were calculated.
Receiver-operating-characteristic curves were analyzed to calculate
the thresholds of semiquantitative variables for the identiﬁcation of
active adrenal adenomas. Analysis items with a P value of less than
0.05 were considered statistically signiﬁcant.

33

Female

31

BMI (kg/m2)

25.3 6 3.3

Hypertension (n)

53

Refractory hypertension (n)

20

Duration of symptoms (y)

7.4 6 6.1

Systolic pressure (mm Hg)

175.0 6 29.4

Diastolic pressure (mm Hg)

107.2 6 16.7

Serum potassium (mmol/L)

2.9 6 0.9

ARR ([ng/dL]/[ng/mL/h])

151.8 6 66.7

Serum corticosteroid (mg/dL)

15.7 6 5.8

ACTH (pg/mL)

20.2 (15.5–28.8)

24-h NE (mg/24 h)

25.4 6 7.5

24-h UFC (mg/24 h)

RESULTS

79.9 (43.4–82.0)

Baseline Characteristics and Clinical Management of Patients

Lesion location
Right

24

Left

27

Bilateral

13

BMI 5 body mass index; ARR 5 aldosterone-renin ratio;
ACTH 5 adrenocorticotropic hormone; NE 5 noradrenaline;
UFC 5 urinary free cortisol.

Histology and Immunohistochemistry of CXCR4

Hematoxylin and eosin staining and immunohistochemical analyses
were performed using parafﬁn-embedded specimens by 2 experienced
pathologists. Hematoxylin and eosin staining was performed according
to routine clinical protocols. Immunohistochemical analysis of
CXCR4 was performed on 36 patients using parafﬁn-embedded specimens. The dilution of the CXCR4 antibody (ab124824; Abcam) was
1:100. For each tumor, a value designated as the H score was calculated by multiplying the intensity score and the positive percentage

Sixty-four patients (33 women and 31 men) aged 47 6 10 y
were included in our study. Their baseline clinical characteristics
are listed in Table 1, and detailed information on all patients is
listed in Supplemental Table 1. The ﬁnal diagnoses of these 64
patients included 51 cases of PA (40 of APA, 3 of suspected UAH
[details are in the supplemental materials (11)], and 8 of IAH), 3
of CPA, 8 of NFA, and 2 of pheochromocytoma (Table 2). Of the
PA patients, 98% (50/51) had hypertension and 86.3% (44/51) had
hypokalemia. Three CPA patients had typical cushingoid symptoms, including weight gain, facial plethora, menstrual disorder,
increased waist circumference, and proximal muscle weakness.
Six of the 8 NFA patients had no discernible symptoms, and 2 had
essential hypertension. One pheochromocytoma patient presented
with paroxysmal hypertension, and another was asymptomatic,
with a silent pheochromocytoma lesion. Regarding the laboratory
ﬁndings, PA patients showed higher plasma aldosterone-renin
ratios than did the other groups (P , 0.05). Patients with CPA had
increased serum corticosteroid levels and increased 24-h urinary
free cortisol levels. Thirty-eight (74.5%) PA patients underwent

TABLE 2
Clinical Diagnosis, Treatments, and Results of 68Ga-Pentixafor PET in the 64 Patients
Primary diagnosis
APA (46)

Treatments

Final diagnosis

68

Ga-pentixafor–positive

42 UA,1BA, 3 MT

40 (APA) 1 3 (sUAH) 1 3 (IAH)

39 (APA) 1 3 (sUAH)

IAH (5)

5 MT

5 (IAH)

1 (IAH)

CPA (3)

2 UA,1 BA;

3 (CPA)

3 (CPA)

NFA (9)

9 UA

8 (NFA) 1 1 (PCC)

1 (NFA)

PCC (1)

1 UA

1 (PCC)

0

UA 5 unilateral adrenalectomy; BA 5 bilateral adrenalectomy: MT 5 medicine therapy; sUAH 5 suspected UAH; PCC 5
pheochromocytoma.
Primary diagnosis was determined at baseline by endocrinologists and urologists from clinical and imaging presentations. Final
diagnosis was determined after treatment according to diagnostic criteria listed in supplemental materials.
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TABLE 3
Imaging Performance in the 64 Patients (81 Adrenal Lesions)
Lesion type

No. of lesions

Length on CT (cm)

SUVmax

LLR

LCR

APA

41

1.8 6 0.7

15.3 6 7.7

6.7 6 4.5

5.6 6 3.3

Suspected UAH

5

1.1 6 0.4

9.1 6 2.7

2.7 6 0.7

2.1 6 0.6

IAH

15

1.3 6 0.5

4.3 6 1.3

1.4 6 0.5

1.7 6 0.6

CPA

4

2.5 6 0.7

21.9 6 9.2

7.3 6 2.3

14.9 6 11.2

NFA

14

1.9 6 0.8

4.4 6 1.7

1.7 6 0.7

1.7 6 0.8

Pheochromocytoma

2

1.6; 4.7

1.7; 3.4

0.3; 1.0

1.7; 1.1

the captopril challenge test, which was positive in 35 (92.1%)
(Supplemental Table 1).
Lesional Characteristics and Clinical Imaging Manifestations

There were 81 adrenal lesions (1.8 6 0.8 cm; range, 0.6–4.0 cm)
in these 64 patients, including APA (n 5 41), suspected UAH
(n 5 5), IAH (n 5 15), CPA (n 5 4), NFA (n 5 14), and pheochromocytoma (n 5 2). All lesions presented with typical benign manifestations on CT imaging, with homogeneous and smooth margins
(except for pheochromocytoma lesions presenting multiple cystic
changes within the tumor). The imaging features of these lesions
are shown in Table 3.
Visual Assessment by 68Ga-Pentixafor PET Imaging
and Outcome

In the visual per-patient analysis, 97.5%
(39/40) of APA patients, 100% (3/3) of
suspected-UAH patients, and 100% (3/3)
of CPA patients had positive 68Ga-pentixafor PET/CT results, whereas 87.5% (7/8)
of IAH patients, 87.5% (7/8) of NFA
patients, and 100% (2/2) of pheochromocytoma patients had negative results. These
adrenocortical lesions were classiﬁed into
either an APA/UAH/CPA group or an
IAH/NFA group. The sensitivity and speciﬁcity of 68Ga-pentixafor PET for functional lateralization (identiﬁcation for
APA, UAH, and CPA) were 97.8% (45/46)
and 87.5% (14/16), respectively. Representative 68Ga-pentixafor PET/CT images of
patients with unilateral adrenal cortical
nodules are shown in Figure 2.
In 51 PA patients, true positivity for
68
Ga-pentixafor adrenal uptake occurred
in 42 patients (39 with APA and 3 with
suspected UAH) (97.7%, 42/43), and true
negativity for uptake occurred in 7 IAH
patients (87.5%, 7/8). A false-negative
result was found in 1 APA patient, and a
false-positive result occurred in 1 IAH
patient. Ten PA patients presented with
bilateral adrenal lesions, and 68Ga-pentixafor successfully identiﬁed the functional
lateralization in 9 patients. A total of 37
APA patients underwent adrenalectomy
(36 unilateral and 1 bilateral), resulting in
cure in 24 patients and improvement in 13

patients. Three suspected-UAH patients underwent unilateral adrenalectomy and were cured, whereas 3 IAH patients underwent
adrenalectomy because of a clinical misdiagnosis of APA; 2 of
these patients showed no improvement, whereas 1 patient showed
improvement.
All 3 Cushing syndrome patients showed 68Ga-pentixafor–avid
adrenal nodules (2 unilateral and 1 bilateral); all these patients
were cured after adrenalectomy (2 unilateral and 1 bilateral).
Seven (87.5%) of the 8 NFA patients had a true-negative
PET result; 1 NFA patient had a false-positive PET result.
Eight NFA patients underwent a unilateral adrenalectomy. Two
of these patients remained nonimproved, with 6 of these showing no change. The PET results of the 2 pheochromocytoma
patients were both negative.

FIGURE 2. Performance of 68Ga-pentixafor PET/CT imaging in patients with adrenal cortical nodules. (First row) Right adrenal APA (2.9 cm in long diameter on CT imaging, arrow) with positive ﬁndings on PET/CT and PET scanning (SUVmax, 29.0; arrows) and strong expression of CXCR4. Patient
was 34-y-old man with 5-y history of hypertension and 0.5-y history of hypokalemia (serum potassium, 2.9 mmol/L). (Second row) Pentixafor-avid CPA in left adrenal gland (SUVmax, 14.8; 1.9 cm in
diameter on CT, arrows) in 36-y-old woman with Cushing syndrome. Strong expression of CXCR4
was observed on immunochemical staining. (Third row) Non–pentixafor-avid NFA in left adrenal
gland (SUVmax, 3.8; 2.9 cm in long diameter on CT imaging, arrows) in 36-y-old man. This adenoma
had no increases in CXCR4 expression. (Fourth row) Negative IAH lesion (1.5 cm in long diameter on
CT imaging, arrow) in 46-y-old man on 68Ga-pentixafor PET/CT and PET imaging (SUVmax, 4.3;
arrow). No increased expression of CXCR4 was observed by immunochemical staining.
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Semiquantitative Analysis of PET/CT

The SUVmax, LLR, and LCR of the adrenocortical tumors are
listed in Table 3. The highest radiotracer uptake was identiﬁed in
patients with APA (SUVmax, 36.4). In addition, a signiﬁcant correlation between uptake on 68Ga-pentixafor and histologic CXCR4
expression was noted. The H score of CXCR4 correlated signiﬁcantly with the SUVmax of 68Ga-pentixafor (r 5 0.66, P , 0.0001).
The SUVmax of the 9–12 group for H score was signiﬁcantly
higher than that of the other 2 groups (Fig. 3). The uptake was signiﬁcantly higher in the adenoma-active group than in either the
adenoma-inactive group or the hyperplasia (suspected UAH and
IAH) group (Fig. 3). The thresholds of SUVmax, LLR, and LCR
and the corresponding sensitivities, speciﬁcities, and areas under
the receiver-operating-characteristic curve to distinguish the
adenoma-inactive group from the non–active-adenoma lesion
group are shown in Figure 3.
Analysis of Dynamic PET Imaging

The graphical inﬂux rate constant was signiﬁcantly higher for
adrenocortical active adenomas (0.28 6 0.8, n 5 11) than for

inactive adenomas (0.10 6 0.06, n 5 5, P , 0.05), normal adrenal
glands (0.08 6 0.04, n 5 16, P , 0.05), or the liver (0.04 6 0.03,
n 5 16, P , 0.05). Figure 4 shows the time–activity curves for normal adrenal tissue, liver, plasma, adrenocortical active adenomas,
and inactive adenomas on 68Ga-pentixafor dynamic PET/CT imaging in 15 patients. In this ﬁgure, the spots represent the mean
SUVmean at each time point, with the radioactivity distribution
remaining stable after the early phase (5–10 min after injection).
68

Ga-Pentixafor Uptake and Outcomes

In the 48 patients with adrenocortical adenomas or hyperplasia
who underwent adrenalectomy (except for 6 asymptomatic NFA
patients), 68Ga-pentixafor uptake in resected adrenal lesions was
signiﬁcantly higher in patients with preferable outcomes
(cured and improved) than in those with nonpreferable outcomes
(nonimproved) (P , 0.001, Fig. 5). The SUVmax, LLR, and LCR
of 68Ga-pentixafor in patients with preferable and nonpreferable
outcomes were 15.5 6 8.0 versus 4.2 6 0.5, 6.5 6 4.3 versus
1.3 6 0.2, and 6.2 6 5.0 versus 1.5 6 0.6 (P , 0.001), respectively.
Additionally, uptake was higher in the cured group than in the
improved group but without statistical signiﬁcance (Fig. 5).
Comparison Between AVS and 68Ga-Pentixafor PET/CT

Four patients underwent both AVS and 68Ga-pentixafor PET/
CT (Table 4). As determined by outcome evaluations, 2 patients
with APA showed true-positive ﬁndings on both examinations,
and 1 patient presented with a false-negative APA lesion on AVS
versus a true-positive lesion on PET/CT. Additionally, 1 patient

FIGURE 3. (A) 68Ga-pentixafor SUVmax of 3 groups of H score (0–3,
4–8, and 9–12) were 5.0 6 2.1 vs. 9.2 6 2.9 vs. 19.8 6 7.7, respectively. (B) 68 Ga-pentixafor SUVmax, ratio of lesional SUVmax to LLR,
and ratio of lesional SUVmax to LCR for adenoma-active, adenomainactive, and hyperplastic lesions (SUVmax, 16.3 6 7.9 vs. 4.4 6 1.7
vs. 5.5 6 2.7, respectively; LLR, 6.8 6 4.3 vs. 1.7 6 0.7 vs. 1.7 6 0.8,
respectively; LCR, 6.5 6 5.1 vs. 1.7 6 0.8 vs. 1.8 6 0.6, respectively).
SUVmax, LLR, and LCR were signiﬁcantly higher for adenoma-active
lesions than for adenoma-inactive or hyperplastic lesions. (C)
Receiver-operating-characteristic analysis for determining optimal
cutoffs for SUVmax, LLR, and LCR for differentiating active adenomas
from non–active-adenoma lesions. Optimal cutoffs were 7.1, 2.5, and
2.4, respectively, with areas under receiver-operating-characteristic
curve of 0.96, 0.97, and 0.95, respectively (all P , 0.0001). (D) Sensitivities and speciﬁcities of SUVmax, LLR, and LCR for identifying active
adenomas. Sensitivities were 95.5%, 95.5%, and 84.1%, respectively, and speciﬁcities were 82.7%, 85.7%, and 91.4%, respectively.**P , 0.001. ****P , 0.00001.
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dynamic PET/CT scans (30 min). Spots represent SUVmean at each time
point. (B) Representative 68Ga-pentixafor PET/CT scans in patients with
active adenoma and inactive adenoma at early (5–10 min), intermediate
(15–20 min), and late (25–30 min) time points.
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FIGURE 5. SUVmax (A), ratio of lesional SUVmax to normal LLR (B), and ratio of lesional SUVmax to LCR (C) for 68Ga-pentixafor in patients who were
cured, improved, or not improved/not changed after adrenalectomy of adrenocortical lesions (SUVmax, 16.8 6 8.1, 13.8 6 8.4, and 4.8 6 1.7, respectively; LLR, 7.4 6 4.8, 5.2 6 3.4, and 1.8 6 0.8, respectively; LCR, 7.1 6 5.0, 4.8 6 3.1, and 1.9 6 0.9, respectively).

with IAH presented with a false-positive result on AVS versus a
true-negative result on PET/CT.
DISCUSSION

Functional lateralization in patients with adrenocortical lesions,
along with discernment of functioning lesions from nonfunctioning lesions in nononcologic patients, is crucial for therapeutic
management. Conventional lateralization and the functional
assessment of adrenal masses are usually performed using adrenal
CT or AVS. In this pilot study, we evaluated the performance of
68
Ga-pentixafor PET/CT for the functional lateralization of adrenal
lesions and its effectiveness in identifying functional adrenal adenomas to help guide management decisions. The initial ﬁnding for
APA lesion detection in patients with PA was reported in a pioneering study (10). In the present study, we further included 28
patients (22 with PA, 1 with NFA, 3 with Cushing syndrome, and
2 with pheochromocytoma) who had relatively heterogeneous
adrenal tumor types, to extend the previous reports and provide
complementary evidence of the potential for implementing screening for benign adrenal masses by 68Ga-pentixafor PET/CT.
Diagnostic Efficacy and Clinical Significance of
Ga-Pentixafor PET/CT

68

Hormonal assessments are crucial when investigating adrenal
masses; however, several important considerations must be
accounted for during these evaluations, including daily hormonal
rhythms, sex or age dependency, limitations of assays, substantial

variability in cutoffs, and drug interactions (3). In addition, it is
important to remember that anatomic imaging approaches (e.g., CT
imaging and MRI) are limited in their ability to functionally and
molecularly characterize adrenal masses because of limitations in
their resolution and speciﬁcity and the presence of substantial interobserver variation (12). In our study, 68Ga-pentixafor PET was
effective for the lateralization of adrenal disease. An APA patient
with a single 0.6-cm lesion had a false-negative PET result in our
study, which might indicate the limitation of this technique for
small lesions with reduced spatial resolution. Semiquantitative variables (SUV and SUV ratios) yielded excellent sensitivities and speciﬁcities for discriminating active adrenocortical adenomas. The
time–activity curves of the lesions showed a steady early tracer
retention after tracer injection in active adenomas. 68Ga-pentixafor PET/CT was negative for pheochromocytoma lesions, indicating the potential ability of 68Ga-pentixafor to distinguish cortical
from noncortical adrenal masses. Moreover, this study also demonstrated that 68Ga-pentixafor has high sensitivity in the localization of CPAs. However, the number of cases was limited, and
further prospective investigations are warranted to determine the
values and pitfalls of 68Ga-pentixafor in diagnosis and follow-up
in patients with CPA.
In this study, patients who had a false-negative or false CT diagnosis could potentially be correctly diagnosed on the basis of the
68
Ga-pentixafor PET ﬁndings (supplemental results). However,
further research is warranted regarding the utility of 68Ga-pentixafor PET compared with CT for establishing a diagnosis and

TABLE 4
Comparison of AVS and 68Ga-Pentixafor PET/CT Imaging Results
68

AVS
Patient no.

Ga-pentixafor PET/CT

Lateralization

Selectivity index

Lateralization

SUVmax

LLR

LCR

Clinical diagnosis

5

Right (index, 6.1)

30.8 (L); 13.2 (R)

Right

35.3

13.1

12.8

Right APA

34

Bilateral (index, 1.2)

5.4 (L); 3.5 (R)

Left

16.0

3.0

4.8

Left APA

39

Left (index, 62)

3.3 (L); 22.6 (R)

Left

7.6

2.2

3.2

Left APA

41

Left (index, 6.1)

54.8 (L); 31.5 (R)

Bilateral

4.3

1.6

2.4

IAH

Successful catheterization was deﬁned as adrenal vein/peripheral vein cortisol ratio (selectivity index) of .3:1, and lateralization was
deﬁned as aldosterone/cortisol ratio (lateralization index) of .6:1 between left and right adrenal veins.
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treatment plan in patients with adrenal disease. 68Ga-pentixafor
demonstrated a promising prognostic predictive value after therapy; nononcologic patients were more likely to have preferable
outcomes after adrenalectomy for 68Ga-pentixafor–avid adrenal
lesions (Supplemental Fig. 1).
AVS is the gold standard for assessing the laterality of PA.
AVS is technically challenging, with only a 50%–80% success
rate for adrenal vein cannulation and a risk of complications
(13–16). In our study, distinct results were identiﬁed between
68
Ga-pentixafor PET and AVS examinations. The consistency and
difference between the 2 examinations need to be determined in
further studies.
Potential Underlying Mechanisms for Adrenal Uptake of
Ga-Pentixafor

68

Published studies demonstrated that G protein–coupled receptors can increase the transcriptional and promoter activity of the
CYP11B2 (aldosterone synthase) gene, suggesting they may cause
adenomas to increase their capacity to produce aldosterone
(17,18). Previous studies have also shown that steroid production
in some CPAs is regulated by aberrant expression of G
protein–coupled receptors (19–21). However, Heinze et al. have
demonstrated that only 26% of CPAs showed prominent CXCR4
expression (6). Further investigation is warranted to correlate
68
Ga-pentixafor uptake with CXCR4 expression.
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KEY POINTS
QUESTION: Does 68Ga-pentixafor have diagnostic and prognostic
value for evaluating patients with primary adrenal cortical tumors?
PERTINENT FINDINGS: 68Ga-pentixafor uptake was signiﬁcantly
higher in the adenoma-active group than in either the adenomainactive group or the hyperplasia group. Patients with 68Ga-pentixafor–avid lesions had more preferable outcomes after
adrenalectomy.
IMPLICATIONS FOR PATIENT CARE: 68Ga-pentixafor showed
excellent performance in the management of patients with typical
benign adrenal lesions on CT imaging. This technique may also be
a highly promising method for predicting patient prognosis after
adrenalectomy.

Comparison to Other Radiopharmaceuticals

NP-59 has been used to investigate the secretory status of adrenal adenomas and to aid in lesion lateralization; however, this
technique has signiﬁcant shortcomings, including increased radiation exposure to the adrenal glands, longer acquisition procedures,
low sensitivities, and poor spatial resolution (22). 123I/11C-metomidate, an inhibitor of 11b-hydroxylase, was introduced as a
novel PET tracer for adrenocortical imaging; however, it could not
distinguish between active and inactive adenomas (23). Moreover,
the short half-life of 11C limits its clinical use. In contrast, the
acquisition time window for 68Ga-pentixafor PET/CT imaging is
long and be as early as 5–10 min after administration. All in all,
68
Ga-pentixafor PET/CT imaging may be a noninvasive, feasible,
and effective method for preoperative diagnosis of adrenal incidentalomas, particularly for lateralization in patients with bilateral
lesions.
Limitations

This study had several limitations. First, the fact that prospective
randomization was not feasible at this stage potentially led to biases
in selection and ﬁndings. Second, the statistical signiﬁcance was
not sufﬁcient because of the small sample size. Thereby, a prospective, randomized, controlled trial is highly warranted to compare
68
Ga-pentixafor PET/CT with other approaches for obtaining preoperative diagnoses in patients with PA or suspected adrenal masses.
Third, most of the positive ﬁndings in our study were APAs, as
opposed to the small number of CPA cases, and there is a need to
obtain further evidence of the capability of 68Ga-pentixafor PET/CT
in distinct types of functional adrenal masses.
CONCLUSION
68

Ga-pentixafor exhibited excellent sensitivity and speciﬁcity
for the functional lateralization of adrenal disease. 68Ga-pentixafor
PET/CT shows great potential for use in the therapeutic management of patients with adrenal masses.
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Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan is a novel somatostatin receptor antagonist associated with high sensitivity and reproducibility in neuroendocrine tumor (NET) detection and localization. However, the optimal
peptide mass and radioactivity ranges for 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan
have not yet been established. We therefore aimed to determine its
optimal dosing regimen in patients with metastatic gastroenteropancreatic NETs in a prospective, randomized, 2 3 3 factorial, multicenter phase II study. Methods: Patients received 68Ga-satoreotide
trizoxetan at a peptide mass of 5–20 mg on day 1 of the study and of
30–45 mg on days 16–22, at 1 of 3 68Ga radioactivity ranges (40–80,
100–140, or 160–200 MBq). Whole-body PET/CT imaging was performed 50–70 min after each injection. The primary endpoint was the
detection rate of NET lesions imaged by 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan
relative to contrast-enhanced CT (for each of the 6 peptide mass and
radioactivity range combinations). Results: Twenty-four patients were
evaluated in the per-protocol analysis. The median number of lesions
detected by 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan PET/CT or PET alone was at
least twice as high as the number detected by contrast-enhanced CT
across the 6 studied peptide mass and radioactivity range combinations. There were no differences between the 2 peptide mass ranges
or between the 3 radioactivity ranges in the number of identiﬁed
lesions. However, a trend toward a lower relative lesion count was
noted in the liver for the 40- to 80-MBq range. No relationship was
observed between the radioactivity range per patient’s body weight
(MBq/kg) and the number of lesions detected by 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan. The median diagnostic sensitivity of 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan PET/CT, based on the number of lesions per patient, ranged
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from 85% to 87% across the different peptide mass and radioactivity
ranges. Almost all reported adverse events were mild and self-limiting.
Conclusion: A radioactivity of 100–200 MBq with a peptide mass of
up to 50 mg was conﬁrmed as the optimal dosing regimen for 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan to be used in future phase III studies.
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astroenteropancreatic neuroendocrine tumors (GEP-NETs)
constitute a heterogeneous group of tumors, most of which overexpress somatostatin receptors (SSTRs) (1). The current standard for
the diagnosis and staging of NETs is PET/CT using radiolabeled
SSTR2 agonists such as 68Ga-DOTATATE, 68Ga-DOTATOC, or
64
Cu-DOTATATE (2–4). The introduction of SSTR2 antagonists
represents an important development in the ﬁeld of NET imaging, as
they bind to more receptors than SSTR2 agonists and therefore provide a higher tumor uptake, with better NET visualization (5–8).
68
Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan (also known as 68Ga-IPN01070,
68
Ga-NODAGA-JR11, or 68Ga-OPS202) is a new-generation
somatostatin antagonist developed as a PET imaging agent for
the detection and localization of NET lesions. It consists of the
small somatostatin analog JR11 conjugated to the strong cyclical
chelating agent 1,4,7-triazacyclononane,1-glutaric acid-4,7-acetic acid (NODAGA), which is radiolabeled with the isotope
68
Ga. A previous prospective, single-center, open-label phase
I/II imaging study (9), conducted on 12 patients with welldifferentiated, low- or intermediate-grade, SSTR2-positive GEPNETs, found that 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan, administered at a
peptide mass ranging from 11 to 63 mg and an activity from
125 to 192 MBq, was associated with a signiﬁcantly higher
lesion-based overall sensitivity than was the SSTR2 agonist
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Ga-DOTATOC (88%–94% vs. 59%; P , 0.001). This observation was attributed mainly to the higher detection rate of
metastases in the liver (9).
We report on a prospective, multicenter phase II trial designed
to expand on the aforementioned phase I/II study (9) by conﬁrming
the optimal peptide mass and radioactivity ranges for 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan in patients with metastatic GEP-NETs. Furthermore,
the design of this study was based on the U.S. Food and Drug
Administration’s request for more data on the optimal diagnostic
performance of 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan for PET imaging in a
multicenter setting. It was hypothesized that an administered activity range of 40–80 MBq (1.08–2.16 mCi) would provide a reduced
diagnostic signal compared with the recommended range of
100–200 MBq (2.70–5.41 mCi).
MATERIALS AND METHODS
Study Design

This open-label, reader-masked, dose-conﬁrmation, 2 3 3 factorial,
randomized (1:1:1) phase II study (ClinicalTrials.gov identiﬁer
NCT03220217; EudraCT identiﬁer 2016-004928-39) investigated 2 peptide mass ranges (5–20 and 30–45 mg) and 3 radioactivity ranges (40–80,
100–140, and 160–200 MBq) of 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan. The study
was prospectively designed to enroll 8 patients in each of the 3 arms to
ensure a balanced interdose evaluation. All patients received 2 doses of
68
Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan on 2 separate visits, 2–3 wk apart, according
to the randomization schedule of the 3 arms as shown in Figure 1.
Each patient underwent a total of 4 visits: a screening visit (visit 1)
conducted within 2 wk before the ﬁrst 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan
administration; a visit on day 1 (visit 2) of the study, during which all
patients received 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan at a peptide mass of
5–20 mg with 1 of the 3 68Ga radioactivity ranges (40–80 MBq, arm
A; 100–140 MBq, arm B; or 160–200 MBq, arm C); a visit on days
16–22 (visit 3), during which patients received the second dose of
68
Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan at 30–45 mg and a radioactivity range different from that administered on day 1; and an end-of-study visit (visit
4) on days 30–36 for safety evaluation.
At screening, patient information was collected, including medical
and surgical history; the primary tumor site, grade, and histopathology; and PET images demonstrating SSTR2-expressing lesions
obtained within the previous 6 mo. A physical examination including
vital sign assessment and laboratory tests (hematology, blood chemistry, and urinalysis) was performed at all study visits. A 12-lead electrocardiogram was recorded at screening and at the end of the study.
The study was conducted between September 2017 and October
2019 at 4 investigational sites in Austria, Denmark, and the United

FIGURE 1. Study design. D 5 day; R 5 randomized.
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States. It was approved by all relevant ethics committees and conducted
in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki and the International
Conference on Harmonisation guideline on good clinical practice. All
patients provided written informed consent, and data were anonymized.
Patients

Adults with pathologically conﬁrmed, well-differentiated, functioning or nonfunctioning, metastatic grade 1/2 GEP-NETs were enrolled
in this study. All patients had to have at least 2 but no more than 25
lesions per organ expressing SSTR2, which were identiﬁed with prior
SSTR2 agonist PET scans in either the primary tumor site or in key
organs (liver, lymph nodes, bones, and lungs). The limits were to
ensure that a total number of lesions could be counted for statistical
evaluation. Patient admissibility based on the number of SSTR2expressing lesions was conﬁrmed centrally by an independent nuclear
medicine physician. Other inclusion criteria were an Eastern Cooperative Oncology Group performance status of 0–2, a body weight of
50–110 kg, and adequate hepatic, renal, and hematologic functions.
Key exclusion criteria were treatment with short- or long-acting
somatostatin analogs within 24 h or 28 d, respectively, before either
68
Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan injection, and any condition that might
preclude the acquisition of high-quality PET or CT images.
Imaging

At each of the 4 study centers, whole-body PET imaging was performed at both visit 2 and visit 3 of the study 50–70 min after intravenous injection of 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan, using Siemens Biograph
dedicated PET/CT scanners, with an acquisition time of 2–4 min per bed
position. All PET scans were acquired in list mode, including time-ofﬂight capability. Whole-body, low-dose CT images were acquired for
localization and attenuation correction. During the same visits, patients
also underwent contrast-enhanced CT (CECT), performed independently
on a dedicated CT scanner and used as the standard of truth.
All images, including the prescreening SSTR agonist images, were
sent to an imaging core lab (Keosys) after anonymization. After quality control assessment, the images were reviewed on a dedicated workstation. The PET images with and without the CT scans were
evaluated by 2 experienced nuclear medicine physicians and 1 adjudicator for discordant cases. In parallel, CECT scans were read by 2
other radiologists, with a third adjudicating discordances. To minimize
bias, the independent readers were unaware of the patient data, any
information related to the study site, injected dose, and the temporal
sequence of images.
Radiopharmaceutical
68

Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan was prepared at the study center’s local
radiopharmacy, using the clinical trial dose kit provided by Beaufour
Ipsen Industries, by a 2-step aseptic compounding process. This process included,
ﬁrst, reconstitution of sterile vial A containing the satoreotide trizoxetan precursor and
excipients with 1 mL of solvent consisting of
a solution of sterile sodium acetate from vial
B and, second, radiolabeling of satoreotide trizoxetan by the addition of a 5-mL sterile
hydrochloric acid solution of 68Ga, eluted
from a sterile pharmaceutical-grade 68Ge/68Ga
generator (Eckert and Ziegler Radiopharm).
The total amount of radioactivity injected
by a slow-push intravenous injection into each
patient was determined by measuring the
radioactivity in the syringe before and after
injection, using a standard dose calibrator. The
peptide dose corresponded to injected volume
(mL) 3 8.33 mg/mL.
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patients who received at least 1 dose of 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan. By
contrast, to ensure a balanced and adequate assessment for each dose regimen, only the ﬁrst 8 patients in each arm who successfully completed all
68
Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan PET/CT scans were used in the efﬁcacy analysis and were consequently included in the per-protocol population.
All statistical analyses were performed using SAS, version 9.4
(SAS Institute). Missing values were not replaced.

Efficacy Assessments

All efﬁcacy endpoints were assessed at the primary tumor site and in
key organs (liver, lymph nodes, lungs, and bones) and were also evaluated in quartiles of radioactivity per baseline body weight expressed as
MBq/kg. The primary endpoint of the study was the ratio of the number
of lesions detected by 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan PET/CT and by PET
alone to the number of lesions identiﬁed by CECT, for each of the 6 peptide mass and radioactivity range combinations. CECT was used as the
standard of truth to provide a standardized denominator to make valid
comparisons by peptide mass and radioactivity range.
Secondary efﬁcacy endpoints included mean and median tumor-tobackground ratios calculated by radioactivity range per patient’s body
weight, preliminary diagnostic sensitivity of 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan
PET/CT based on the number of lesions per patient compared with the
standard of truth, and the absolute number of lesions detected by 68Gasatoreotide trizoxetan PET/CT and the difference from the number of
lesions detected by CECT. Preliminary diagnostic sensitivity was calculated as the number of lesions detected by 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan
PET/CT and CECT divided by (number of lesions detected by 68Gasatoreotide trizoxetan PET/CT and CECT scan plus number of lesions
detected by CECT but not by 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan PET/CT).

RESULTS
Patients

In total, 29 patients were enrolled in the study, with a median
age of 63.0 y (Table 1). Two patients withdrew from the study
before receiving 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan, leaving 27 patients in
the safety population (8 in arm A, 9 in arm B, and 10 in arm C),
as illustrated in Figure 2. The per-protocol population consisted of
24 patients (8 per arm) as initially planned.
Baseline demographic and disease characteristics were overall
well balanced among the 3 study arms, with the small intestine
being the most frequent primary-tumor site and liver and lymph
nodes the most frequent metastasis locations (Tables 1 and 2).
Overall, 28 of the 29 (96.6%) patients received at least 1 prior
treatment, including somatostatin analogs in 26 (89.7%) patients,
177
Lu-DOTATATE in 17 (58.6%), and everolimus in 3 (10.3%).
There were no intercurrent treatments reported between radiolabeled SSTR agonists and antagonists or between 2 consecutive
SSTR antagonists at any time during the study in any patient.
All 24 patients in the per-protocol population had a prior SSTR
scan performed within a median of 1.6 mo (range, 0.1–6.0 mo)
from screening: 14 (58.3%) had a PET/CT scan with 68Ga-DOTATOC, 9 (37.5%) with 64Cu-DOTATATE, and 1 (4.2%) with 68GaDOTATATE. The median total number of SSTR-positive lesions
detected by prior SSTR agonist scans was 14.5 (range, 6.0–94.0).
The median number of positive SSTR lesions was 1.0 (range,
0–1.0) in the primary tumor site, 9.5 (range, 0–37.0) in the liver,

Safety Assessments

The safety and tolerability of 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan were
assessed throughout the study on the basis of adverse events (AEs),
which were graded according to the National Cancer Institute Common Terminology Criteria for Adverse Events (version 5.0) and coded
using the Medical Dictionary for Regulatory Activities (version 22.1),
laboratory results (hematologic, biochemical, and urologic), physical
examinations, vital signs, and electrocardiography.
Statistical Analysis

Statistical analysis was descriptive; consequently, no formal sample
size calculation was performed. Continuous variables were presented as
mean, SD, median, and range, whereas categoric variables were described
by counts and percentages. The safety population was deﬁned as all

TABLE 1
Baseline Demographic Characteristics in Randomized Population
Characteristic

Arm A (n 5 8)

Arm B (n 5 10)

Arm C (n 5 11)

Overall (n 5 29)

Median

71.5

69.5

59.0

63.0

Range

54–84

60–78

36–78

36–84

Male

6 (75.0%)

4 (40.0%)

9 (81.8%)

19 (65.5%)

Female

2 (25.0%)

6 (60.0%)

2 (18.2%)

10 (34.5%)

Age (y)

Sex (n)

Weight (kg)
Median

81.0

85.3

86.0

83.0

Range

77–98

52–109

56–106

52–109

BMI (kg/m2)
Median

26.4

28.8

26.3

26.4

Range

24–35

21–34

18–40

18–40

0

7 (87.5%)

8 (80.0%)

9 (81.8%)

24 (82.8%)

1

1 (12.5%)

2 (20.0%)

2 (18.2%)

5 (17.2%)

ECOG (n)

BMI 5 body mass index; ECOG 5 Eastern Cooperative Oncology Group performance status.
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B (100%), whereas the interreader agreement rate was 87.5% in arm A and 75% in
arm C.
Similarly, no pattern was found indicating a possible association between the
radioactivity range per patient’s body
weight (MBq/kg) and the relative lesion
count or the absolute number of lesions
detected by 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan
(Table 4). There was also no observed
association between the radioactivity
range per patient weight and the tumorto-background ratio (Table 5).
The preliminary diagnostic sensitivity of
68
Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan PET/CT, using
CECT as the standard of truth, ranged from
a median of 85% to 87% across different
peptide mass and radioactivity ranges
(Table 6).

FIGURE 2. Patient disposition.

5.0 (range, 0–36.0) in the lymph nodes, and 0.5 (range, 0–38.0) in
the bones. Three patients who were enrolled had more than 30
lesions identiﬁed in the liver or in the lymph nodes.

Safety

All patients included in the safety population (n 5 27) received
2 injections of 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan during the study. In
total, 33 AEs were reported in 18 patients (66.7%), classiﬁed as
grade 1 (23 AEs in 15 patients), grade 2 (9 in 5), or grade 3 (1 in 1
[hypertriglyceridemia]). Overall, 14 drug-related AEs were
reported in 7 patients (25.9%), all grade 1 or 2, which included
injection site pain (4 events), nausea (2 events), proteinuria
(2 events), feeling cold (2 events), ﬂushing (1 event), alopecia
(1 event), diarrhea (1 event), and fatigue (1 event). Drug-related
AEs occurred 1–2 d after the last dose of 68Ga-satoreotide and
were resolved within 15 d. All but one of the patients completely
recovered from all drug-related AEs; the patient who did not
completely recover reported alopecia, which subsequently
resolved, with sequelae. No serious AEs and no postdose AEs
leading to withdrawal or death were reported.

Efficacy

For all organs combined, the median number of lesions detected
by 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan PET/CT or PET alone was at least
twice as high as the number detected by CECT across the 6 peptide
mass and radioactivity range combinations. This increase was
reﬂected by a median relative lesion count, that is, the ratio of the
number of lesions detected by 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan PET/CT
or PET alone to the number of lesions detected by CECT, ranging
from 2.1 to 3.9. The results for the primary efﬁcacy endpoint are
shown in Table 3. When comparing the 2 administered peptide mass
ranges, as well as the 3 radioactivity ranges of 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan, we found no speciﬁc distribution pattern in the median relative lesion count for all organs combined. However, a trend toward a
lower median relative lesion count in the liver was noted for the 40to 80-MBq range, compared with the higher radioactivity ranges
(Table 3). When counting the number of lesions detected by
68
Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan imaging in each of the 3 study arms, we
found exact agreement between the 2 readers for all patients in arm

DISCUSSION

This multicenter, randomized, factorial phase II study evaluated
the optimal dose range of 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan. The results
showed that the ratio of the number of lesions detected by

TABLE 2
Baseline Disease Characteristics in Per-Protocol Population
Characteristic

Arm A (n 5 8)

Arm B (n 5 8)

Arm C (n 5 8)

Overall (n 5 24)

Small intestine

6 (75.0)

4 (50.0)

6 (75.0)

16 (66.7)

Pancreas

1 (12.5)

1 (12.5)

1 (12.5)

3 (12.5)

Large intestine

1 (12.5)

3 (37.5)

1 (12.5)

5 (20.8)

Site of primary tumor

Location of metastasis
Liver

8 (100.0)

6 (75.0)

8 (100.0)

22 (91.7)

Lymph nodes

5 (62.5)

8 (100.0)

6 (75.0)

19 (79.2)

Bones

2 (25.0)

1 (12.5)

2 (25.0)

5 (20.8)

Lungs

2 (25.0)

2 (25.0)

4 (16.7)

0

Data are number followed by percentage in parentheses.
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TABLE 3
Relative Lesion Count in Per-Protocol Population (n 5 24), by Peptide Mass and Radioactivity Ranges
All organs*
Parameter

Liver

Lymph nodes

PET/CT

PET

PET/CT

PET

PET/CT

PET

5–20 mg

2.7 (0.64–16.25)
(n 5 24)

2.6 (0.73–19.00)
(n 5 24)

2.3 (0.73–9.00)
(n 5 17)

2.6 (0.67–7.00)
(n 5 17)

2.0 (0.00–8.00)
(n 5 13)

2.3 (0.50–10.00)
(n 5 13)

30–45 mg

2.7 (0.82–13.50)
(n 5 24)

2.8 (0.68–14.50)
(n 5 24)

3.0 (0.76–11.00)
(n 5 17)

2.8 (0.62–9.00)
(n 5 17)

1.3 (0.00–12.00)
(n 5 13)

2.0 (0.50–14.00)
(n 5 13)

Peptide mass range

Radioactivity range
40–80 MBq

3.1 (0.73–15.00)
(n 5 16)

2.6 (0.68–19.00)
(n 5 16)

2.2 (0.73–9.00)
(n 5 13)

2.6 (0.62–6.00)
(n 5 13)

2.0 (1.00–3.00)
(n 5 7)

2.7 (0.75–4.00)
(n 5 7)

100–140 MBq

2.6 (0.64–13.50)
(n 5 16)

2.8 (1.00–14.50)
(n 5 16)

3.0 (0.83–8.00)
(n 5 9)

3.3 (0.67–7.00)
(n 5 9)

1.3 (0.00–8.00)
(n 5 9)

2.0 (0.50–10.00)
(n 5 9)

160–200 MBq

2.6 (0.82–16.25)
(n 5 16)

2.7 (0.91–13.50)
(n 5 16)

2.7 (0.86–11.00)
(n 5 12)

2.8 (0.86–9.00)
(n 5 12)

1.3 (0.00–12.00)
(n 5 10)

2.2 (0.50–14.00)
(n 5 10)

*Primary tumor site plus key organs (liver, lymph nodes, lungs, and bones).
Data are median and range. Relative lesion count is number of lesions detected by 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan PET/CT or PET alone
divided by number of lesions detected by CECT. For liver and lymph nodes, number of analyzed patients were those who had $2 lesions
detected by CECT on given organ.

68

The primary efﬁcacy analysis found that, with 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan PET/CT scans (and also PET alone), there were no noticeable differences between the 2 peptide mass ranges in the number
of identiﬁed lesions for any organs, with a median relative lesion
count of 2.7 for both peptide mass ranges. Hence, on the basis of
the results of primary and secondary endpoints, 68Ga-satoreotide
trizoxetan imaging was not peptide mass–dependent. This ﬁnding
is corroborated by a phase I/II imaging study by Nicolas et al. (9)
that found no signiﬁcant differences between 2 administered peptide mass ranges (14 6 4 and 50 6 15 mg) in the number of
malignant liver or lymph node lesions detected per patient or the

Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan to the number of lesions detected by
CECT was overall consistent across different peptide mass and
radioactivity ranges, with no dependence on subject weight; however, a lower relative lesion count (median) in the liver was noted
for the 40- to 80-MBq range than for the higher radioactivity
ranges. As anticipated with radiolabeled somatostatin analogs, the
number of lesions identiﬁed by 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan was
consistently higher than that identiﬁed by CECT in organs where
lesions were present.
For the routine clinical setting, PET/CT images should be considered the primary method of evaluation in NET patients (10,11).

TABLE 4
Overall Relative Lesion Count in Per-Protocol Population (n 5 24), by Radioactivity Range per Patient’s Baseline Body
Weight
Parameter

0.69–0.97 MBq/kg
(n 5 14)

0.97–1.55 MBq/kg
(n 5 10)

1.55–2.09 MBq/kg
(n 5 13)

2.09–3.72 MBq/kg
(n 5 11)

Relative lesion count
Mean 6 SD

4.3 6 4.04

2.9 6 1.88

3.6 6 3.31

4.0 6 4.15

Median

3.5

2.5

2.1

2.6

Range

0.73–15.00

0.64–7.00

0.82–13.50

1.67–16.25

Absolute number of
detected lesions
Mean 6 SD

26.9 6 25.95

18.1 6 20.62

25.9 6 21.45

26.8 6 18.59

Median

16.5

11.5

20.0

19.0

Range

7–94

6–75

8–73

10–65

Overall relative lesion count is number of lesions detected by 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan in all organs divided by number of lesions
detected by CECT. Absolute number of detected lesions corresponds here to absolute number of lesions detected by 68Ga-satoreotide
trizoxetan in all organs.
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TABLE 5
Tumor-to-Background Ratio for Liver and Lymph Nodes in Per-Protocol Population (n 5 24), by Radioactivity Range per
Patient’s Baseline Body Weight
Organ

0.69–0.97 MBq/kg
(n 5 14)

Parameter

Liver

0.97–1.55 MBq/kg
(n 5 10)

1.55–2.09 MBq/kg
(n 5 13)

2.09–3.72 MBq/kg
(n 5 11)

n*

11

6

9

8

Mean 6 SD

7.1 6 5.90

4.3 6 1.03

4.9 6 2.95

6.2 6 3.68

Median

4.3

4.0

4.1

5.1

Range

3.07–22.48

3.35–6.13

2.13–10.75

2.57–12.63

n*

5

6

7

8

Mean 6 SD

10.1 6 7.25

8.3 6 5.18

9.2 6 5.16

5.1 6 3.17

Median

7.4

5.3

11.4

4.5

Range

3.53–18.69

4.47–16.10

2.87–15.00

1.54–11.65

Lymph nodes

*Number of patients with lesions in either liver or lymph nodes. Number of patients with lesions in primary tumor site and bones was
too small (#3 in each category) to allow meaningful interpretation.

tumor-to-background ratios, indicating a high reproducibility for
Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan PET/CT, regardless of the administered amount of peptide. Thereby, the present study, along with
the ﬁndings of the Nicolas et al. study (9), conﬁrms that the optimal peptide mass of 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan for diagnostic
imaging of GEP-NETs can be up to 50 mg, which is congruent
with the current European Association of Nuclear Medicine
administration guidelines for 68Ga-labeled SSTR2 agonists (10).
Regarding the optimal administered radioactivity of 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan, the present study conﬁrms that ranges of
100–140 and 160–200 MBq provide optimal imaging results. By
contrast, the 40- to 80-MBq radioactivity range is associated with
a trend toward a lower median relative lesion count in the liver,
the predominant site of metastases in patients with GEP-NETs
(12); therefore, further development will not be pursued for this
radioactivity range, which, of note, was not tested in prior studies.
The 40- to 80-MBq radioactivity range might also be associated
with a reduced ratio of receptor-bound tracer to free tracer, resulting in declined image contrast and poor detection of GEP-NETs
(13,14).
68

The absence of notable diagnostic performance and safety differences between the radioactivity ranges of 100–140 and
160–200 MBq, when discounting the 40- to 80-MBq range, conﬁrms the optimal radioactivity range and ascertains the 100- to
200-MBq range as the appropriate activity for future use of
68
Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan. This result is in keeping with the
European Association of Nuclear Medicine guidelines, which recommend an administered radioactivity range of between 100 and
200 MBq for 68Ga-labeled SSTR2 agonists, depending on the
technical characteristics of the PET scanner and the patient’s body
weight (10). Similarly, the Society of Nuclear Medicine and
Molecular Imaging recommends administration of 68Ga-labeled
SSTR2 agonists at a radioactivity of between 111 and 259 MBq,
while taking into account the patient’s body weight (11). Although
there is a possibility of narrowing the radioactivity window of
68
Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan from 100–200 to 100–140 MBq,
adopting the wider, guideline-recommended radioactivity range of
100–200 MBq offers increased ﬂexibility and feasibility in routine
clinical practice while maintaining dosing similarity to other 68Galabeled products. The absence of a clear dose–response

TABLE 6
Preliminary Diagnostic Sensitivity of 68Ga-Satoreotide Trizoxetan PET/CT in Per-Protocol Population (n 5 24), by Peptide
Mass and Radioactivity Range
Peptide mass range

Radioactivity range

Parameter

5–20 mg
(n 5 24)

30–45 mg
(n 5 24)

40–80 MBq
(n 5 16)

100–140 MBq
(n 5 16)

160–200 MBq
(n 5 16)

100–200 MBq
(n 5 24)

40–200 MBq
(n 5 24)

Mean 6 SD

79 6 24

78 6 28

86 6 14

71 6 34

77 6 25

75 6 29

80 6 24

Median

85

87

87

85

86

85

85

Range

8–100

0–100

64–100

0–100

8–100

0–100

8–100

Diagnostic sensitivity is number of lesions detected by 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan PET/CT and by CECT divided by (number of
lesions detected by 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan PET/CT and by CECT plus number of lesions detected by CECT but not 68Ga satoreotide
trizoxetan PET/CT) 3 100.
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relationship in the present study might be related to factors such as
receptor density heterogeneity, hypoxia, interstitial pressure,
necrosis, and tumor heterogeneity (15).
Of signiﬁcant note, this study did not ﬁnd a weight-dependent
effect of 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan across the evaluated quartiles
of radioactivity per body weight. This lack of a weight-dependent
effect ideally provides an opportunity for an activity range of 68Gasatoreotide trizoxetan (100–200 MBq) to be prescribed, regardless
of body weight. By contrast, 68Ga-labeled SSTR2 agonists require
dosing per body mass (10,11,16). In a recent prospective study
from The Netherlands conducted among 21 patients with NETs
who underwent whole-body 68Ga-DOTATATE PET/CT, Cox et al.
reported that, of all patient-dependent parameters, body mass
showed the strongest correlation (coefﬁcient of determination,
0.60) with normalized signal-to-noise ratio (16). Importantly, the
absence of a weight-dependent effect represents a practical advantage for 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan, as an administered activity
within a predetermined range instead of a weight-based administered activity not only is more convenient but also reduces the possibility of dosing errors.
The frequency and nature of the AEs reported with 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan in the present study did not raise any safety concern. Many of these clinical manifestations (e.g., nausea, ﬂushing,
diarrhea, and fatigue) are common in patients with NETs. This
safety proﬁle compares favorably with that in the Nicolas et al.
imaging study (17), in which no severe AEs or postdose AEs leading to withdrawal or death were reported.
This study was limited mainly by a small sample size, which
negated the use of a formal statistical analysis; thus, descriptive
statistical analyses were applied. In addition, although not affecting image readability, the enrollment of 3 patients with more than
25 lesions per organ did increase lesion burden and skewed distributions in some instances. The study was also designed to evaluate
5 different organs (primary tumor site, liver, lymph nodes, lungs,
and bones). However, because few lesions were identiﬁed in certain organs, meaningful results on the number of identiﬁed lesions
were available only for all organs combined, the liver, and lymph
nodes. Nevertheless, these limitations were balanced by a robust
study design that allowed inter- and intraindividual comparisons
across different peptide mass and radioactivity range combinations, which were evaluated at patient and lesion levels for both
68
Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan PET/CT and PET alone.
CONCLUSION

The overall results of this study conﬁrm that the optimal administered peptide mass of 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan is up to 50 mg
with a radioactivity of 100–200 MBq, as is in line with current
guidelines for administration of 68Ga-labeled radiopharmaceuticals
(10,11). This phase II study also conﬁrmed that the overall safety
proﬁle of 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan is acceptable for continued
clinical development.
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KEY POINTS
QUESTION: What are the optimal peptide mass and radioactivity
ranges for 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan administered as a PET
imaging agent in patients with GEP-NETs?
PERTINENT FINDINGS: In this prospective, randomized, openlabel, factorial-design phase II study, the ratio of the number of
lesions detected by 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan to the number
detected by CECT was overall consistent across different peptide mass and radioactivity ranges, with no weight-dependent
effect. However, a radioactivity range of 40–80 MBq was associated with a trend toward a lower median relative lesion count
in the liver, the predominant site of metastasis in patients with
GEP-NETs.
IMPLICATIONS FOR PATIENT CARE: A radioactivity of 100–200
MBq with a peptide mass of up to 50 mg was conﬁrmed as the
optimal dosing regimen for 68Ga-satoreotide trizoxetan to be used
in future phase III clinical trials.

REFERENCES
1. Reubi JC, Waser B. Concomitant expression of several peptide receptors in neuroendocrine tumours: molecular basis for in vivo multireceptor tumour targeting. Eur
J Nucl Med Mol Imaging. 2003;30:781–793.
2. Barrio M, Czernin J, Fanti S, et al. The impact of somatostatin receptor-directed
PET/CT on the management of patients with neuroendocrine tumor: a systematic
review and meta-analysis. J Nucl Med. 2017;58:756–761.
3. Deppen SA, Blume J, Bobbey AJ, et al. 68Ga-DOTATATE compared with
111
In-DTPA-octreotide and conventional imaging for pulmonary and gastroenteropancreatic neuroendocrine tumors: a systematic review and meta-analysis. J Nucl
Med. 2016;57:872–878.
4. Johnbeck CB, Knigge U, Loft A, et al. Head-to-head comparison of 64Cu-DOTATATE and 68Ga-DOTATOC PET/CT: a prospective study of 59 patients with neuroendocrine tumors. J Nucl Med. 2017;58:451–457.
5. Ginj M, Zhang H, Waser B, et al. Radiolabeled somatostatin receptor antagonists
are preferable to agonists for in vivo peptide receptor targeting of tumors. Proc
Natl Acad Sci USA. 2006;103:16436–16441.
6. Wild D, Fani M, Behe M, et al. First clinical evidence that imaging with somatostatin receptor antagonists is feasible. J Nucl Med. 2011;52:1412–1417.
7. Fani M, Nicolas GP, Wild D. Somatostatin receptor antagonists for imaging and
therapy. J Nucl Med. 2017;58(suppl 2):61S–66S.
8. Fani M, Braun F, Waser B, et al. Unexpected sensitivity of sst2 antagonists to
N-terminal radiometal modiﬁcations. J Nucl Med. 2012;53:1481–1489.
9. Nicolas GP, Schreiter N, Kaull F, et al. Sensitivity comparison of 68Ga-OPS202
and 68Ga-DOTATOC PET/CT in patients with gastroenteropancreatic neuroendocrine tumors: a prospective phase II imaging study. J Nucl Med. 2018;59:
915–921.
10. Bozkurt MF, Virgolini I, Balogova S, et al. Guideline for PET/CT imaging of
neuroendocrine neoplasms with 68 Ga-DOTA-conjugated somatostatin receptor

No. 3

'

March 2022

targeting peptides and 18 F-DOPA. Eur J Nucl Med Mol Imaging. 2017;44:
1588–1601.
11. 68Ga-DOTAXXX positron emission tomography (PET) for diagnosis, staging and
measurement of response to treatment in somatostatin receptor-positive neuroendocrine tumors: imaging manual. Society of Nuclear Medicine and Molecular Imaging website. http://s3.amazonaws.com/rdcms-snmmi/ﬁles/production/public/docs/
CTN/DOTA%20Imaging%20Manual_Website_2-2-2015.pdf. Published September 8, 2014. Accessed November 24, 2021.
12. Cives M, Strosberg J. An update on gastroenteropancreatic neuroendocrine tumors.
Oncology (Williston Park). 2014;28:749–756.
13. Velikyan I. 68Ga-based radiopharmaceuticals: production and application relationship. Molecules. 2015;20:12913–12943.

68

14. Velikyan I, Beyer GJ, Bergstr€
om-Pettermann E, Johansen P, Bergstr€
om M,
Långstr€
om B. The importance of high speciﬁc radioactivity in the performance of
68
Ga-labeled peptide. Nucl Med Biol. 2008;35:529–536.
15. Ilan E, Sandstr€
om M, Wassberg C, et al. Dose response of pancreatic neuroendocrine tumors treated with peptide receptor radionuclide therapy using 177LuDOTATATE. J Nucl Med. 2015;56:177–182.
16. Cox CPW, Segbers M, Graven LH, Brabander T, van Assema DME. Standardized
image quality for 68Ga-DOTA-TATE PET/CT. EJNMMI Res. 2020;10:27.
17. Nicolas GP, Beykan S, Bouterfa H, et al. Safety, biodistribution, and radiation
dosimetry of 68Ga-OPS202 in patients with gastroenteropancreatic neuroendocrine tumors: a prospective phase I imaging study. J Nucl Med. 2018;59:
909–914.

GA-SATOREOTIDE TRIZOXETAN OPTIMAL DOSE

'

Virgolini et al.

383

BRIEF COMMUNICATION

Value of 68Ga-DOTATOC and Carbidopa-Assisted
PET/CT for Insulinoma Localization

18

F-DOPA
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Our objective was to assess the value of 68Ga-DOTATOC and
carbidopa-assisted 18F-ﬂuorodihydroxyphenylalanine (18F-DOPA) in
21 hypoglycemic patients. Methods: All patients who underwent
68
Ga-DOTATOC or carbidopa-assisted 18F-DOPA PET/CT for suspicion of insulinoma from January 2019 to January 2021 were retrospectively analyzed. A ﬁnal diagnosis of insulinoma was determined
by pathologic reports or consensus. Results: During the study period,
21 patients underwent both 68Ga-DOTATOC and 18F-DOPA PET/CT.
A ﬁnal diagnosis of insulin-secreting tumor was reached in 12 cases,
including 11 insulinomas and 1 small mixed neuroendocrine/nonneuroendocrine neoplasm. 18F-DOPA and 68Ga-DOTATOC PET/CT were
positive in 5 (45%) and 7 (64%) of 11 cases, respectively, with 4 concordant positive ﬁndings. Moreover, 1 insulinoma was visualized
exclusively by 18F-DOPA PET/CT and 3 by 68Ga-DOTATOC PET/CT
only. 18F-DOPA and 68Ga-DOTATOC PET/CT were falsely positive in
1 nonfunctioning pancreatic neuroendocrine tumor. Conclusion:
When 68Ga-exendin-4 is not available, 68Ga-somatostatin receptor
PET/CT should be the ﬁrst choice for insulinoma functional imaging.
Key Words: neuroendocrine tumors; pancreas; insulinoma; 18F-DOPA;
Ga-DOTATOC
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n adults, endogenous hyperinsulinemic hypoglycemia is commonly related to insulinoma. Insulinoma can induce severe debilitating and life-threatening hypoglycemia. The average incidence
of insulinoma is 1–4 cases per million persons per year, and more
than 90% of insulinomas are solitary, sporadic, and benign. In
adults with hypoglycemia or suggestive symptoms, the diagnosis
of hyperinsulinemic hypoglycemia relies on a positive fasting test
(1). In 5%–10% of cases, insulinoma can occur in multiple endocrine neoplasia type 1. Parenchyma-sparing (enucleation/pancreatic resection) surgery is the optimal strategy (cure rate, 98%) but
can be associated with complications. Accurate localization of
insulinoma is therefore of primary importance.

Imaging work-up of patients with hyperinsulinemic hypoglycemia often requires a combination of anatomic and functional
modalities (2). 68Ga-exendin-4, which targets the glucagonlike
peptide 1 receptor, is expected to become the ﬁrst-choice radiopharmaceutical for PET detection of benign insulinoma (3). However, it is available in only a few centers and is currently used
only as a part of clinical trials. A special advantage of 68Ga-exendin-4 over other tracers is its unique value for distinguishing insulinoma from other neuroendocrine tumors—a condition of
particular interest in the setting of multiple endocrine neoplasia
type 1 patients, who often present with concomitant functioning
and nonfunctioning pancreatic tumors. When 68Ga-exendin-4 is
not available for clinical use, either 68Ga-radiolabeled somatostatin
analog (68Ga-DOTA-SSA) or 18F-ﬂuorodihydroxyphenylalanine
(18F-DOPA) can be used (4). 68Ga-DOTA-SSA showed encouraging preliminary results for insulinoma imaging in 2 retrospective
studies (5,6). However, insulinoma detection remains challenging,
mainly because these tumors have a limited somatostatin receptor
(SSTR) 2 expression proﬁle and a small size and because of the
physiologically high 68Ga-DOTA-SSA uptake in the uncinate process (7). On the other hand, the value of 18F-DOPA PET/CT is
hampered by the relatively short duration of 18F-DOPA tumor
retention in insulinoma and the diffuse uptake in normal pancreatic
parenchyma, which may potentially mask insulinoma (8). To circumvent these major drawbacks, we previously proposed a revised
imaging protocol based on a dual-phase imaging acquisition and
patient premedication with carbidopa (a peripheral aromatic amino
acid decarboxylase inhibitor) to prevent physiologic pancreatic
18
F-DOPA uptake (9).
Currently, there remains a degree of uncertainty regarding the
optimal ﬁrst-choice tracer for patients in whom insulinoma is suspected in the absence of 68Ga-exendin-4. The aim of the present
study was to describe the value of 68Ga-DOTA-SSA and
carbidopa-assisted 18F-DOPA in a retrospective series of hypoglycemic patients evaluated by both tracers.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
Patients
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This retrospective study was conducted in the departments of
nuclear medicine of 3 university hospitals in France (Strasbourg, Marseille, and Nancy). We performed a comprehensive search of our databases to identify all patients evaluated by 68Ga-DOTA-SSA or

No. 3

'

March 2022

carbidopa-assisted 18F-DOPA PET/CT for clinical, biologic, or radiologic suspicion of insulinoma-related hyperinsulinemic hypoglycemia
from January 2019 to January 2021 (Fig. 1). Of the patients who
underwent 18F-DOPA and 68Ga-DOTA-SSA PET/CT, only those
studied within a 3-mo period without therapeutic intervention or a
change in therapy between the 2 PET studies were included. All data
(clinical, biologic, and imaging) were extracted from institutional
medical data ﬁles (Table 1). The institutional review board approved
this retrospective study, and the requirement to obtain informed consent was waived.

presented as numbers and percentages. Detection rate, sensitivity, and
speciﬁcity are provided for both modalities.
RESULTS
Patient Population

All examinations were performed by combined PET/CT devices
equipped with 3-dimensional time-of-ﬂight technology. The patients
were injected with a 2–3 MBq/kg dose of 68Ga-DOTATOC and a 3–4
MBq/kg dose of 18F-DOPA (2 h after carbidopa premedication, 200
mg orally) without fasting beforehand. 68Ga-DOTATOC PET/CT
included a whole-body acquisition from the upper thigh to the top of
the skull (3–5 min/step), starting 60 min after radiotracer injection.
Dual-time-point 18F-DOPA PET/CT included an early scan of the
upper abdomen (at 5 min, 10 min/step) and a delayed whole-body
acquisition (at 30 min, 3–5 min/step). In all cases, low-dose nonenhanced CT was performed and used for attenuation correction.
A pancreatic abnormality was deﬁned as a focal area of increased
uptake compared with surrounding tissue, considering potential pitfalls
for both tracers. For 18F-DOPA PET/CT, a positive early phase followed by a negative delayed scan was considered a pathologic study.
Semiquantitative analysis was performed by centering a spheric volume of interest on the uptake foci.

In total, 32 patients were evaluated during the study period: 9
with 18F-DOPA PET/CT alone, 2 with only 68Ga-DOTATOC
PET/CT, and 21 with both tracers (Fig. 1). The 21 patients imaged
with both tracers constituted the study population. The patients’
characteristics are summarized in Table 1.
Fourteen of 21 patients had a positive 72-h fasting test, whereas
7 had doubtful results. In patients with borderline biochemical and
imaging ﬁndings, the indication for further evaluation was decided
in the setting of institutional multidisciplinary meetings.
A ﬁnal diagnosis of an insulin-secreting tumor was reached in
12 patients, including 11 insulinomas (1 occult) and 1 small mixed
neuroendocrine/nonneuroendocrine neoplasm with 15% insulin
cell positivity. Among them, the fasting test was positive in 10
patients and inconclusive in the remaining 2 patients. Among the
11 insulinomas, 8 were pathologically proven; among the other 3
cases, the diagnosis was reached by consensus. In 7 patients without a detectable pancreatic target lesion on either anatomic and
functional imaging, the diagnosis of insulinoma was excluded by
follow-up. In the other 2 patients, the diagnosis turned out to be
nonfunctioning pancreatic neuroendocrine tumors conﬁrmed by
surgery or endoscopic ultrasound-guided ﬁne-needle aspiration
biopsy and follow-up.

Gold Standard

PET/CT Findings

Imaging Protocols

The ﬁnal diagnosis of insulinoma was determined by the pathologic
results when available. In the remaining patients, the diagnosis was
reached by a consensus considering clinical, biologic (positive fast
test), and radiologic (CT/MRI typical enhancement) parameters and
follow-up.
Statistical Analysis

The results for continuous data are expressed as the mean 6 SD or
the median and range as appropriate, whereas categoric variables are

FIGURE 1. Flowchart summarizing study design and key PET/CT
imaging ﬁndings. MiMEN 5 mixed neuroendocrine–nonneuroendocrine
neoplasm; NF 5 not functioning.
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The PET/CT ﬁndings are summarized in Figure 1. For insulinoma, 18F-DOPA and 68Ga-DOTATOC PET/CT were positive in
5 and 7 of the 11 patients, respectively, with concordant positive
ﬁndings in 4 patients. Moreover, 1 insulinoma was visualized
exclusively by 18F-DOPA PET/CT, and 3 were visualized only by
68
Ga-DOTATOC PET/CT (Fig. 2). On 18F-DOPA PET/CT,
delayed-phase imaging failed to detect 1 insulinoma that was correctly identiﬁed by early-phase 18F-DOPA and 68Ga-DOTATOC
PET/CT (Fig. 2). In this patient, the insulinoma was related to
multiple endocrine neoplasia type 1 syndrome, and the patient had
a previous history of 3 benign insulinomas that were positive on
somatostatin receptor scintigraphy and successfully treated by surgery. In the other patients, insulinomas were sporadic. One 10-mm
grade 1 mixed neuroendocrine–nonneuroendocrine neoplasm
remained occult on both 18F-DOPA and 68Ga-DOTATOC PET/
CT, likely because of the small percentage of the neuroendocrine
component.
Among 2 patients with nonfunctioning pancreatic neuroendocrine tumors, 18F-DOPA and 68Ga-DOTATOC PET/CT were
falsely positive in one and negative in the other. The diagnosis of
insulinoma was excluded in 7 additional patients without identiﬁable pancreatic target images on either PET imaging study. The
overall detection rate, sensitivity, and speciﬁcity were, respectively, 45%, 42%, 89% for 18F-DOPA and 64%, 58%, 89% for
68
Ga-DOTATOC PET/CT.
The tumor-to-background uptake ratios were more favorable
with 68Ga-DOTATOC than with 18F-DOPA PET. The mean ratios
of tumor SUVmax and tumor SUVmax to normal pancreas SUVmean
were 6.7 and 1.5, respectively, for early-phase 18F-DOPA; 6.3 and
2.7, respectively, for delayed-phase 18F-DOPA; and 45.2 and 10.8,
respectively, for 68Ga-DOTATOC PET/CT.
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TABLE 1
Patients with Suspected Insulinoma Who Underwent Both Carbidopa-Assisted 18F-DOPA and 68Ga-DOTATOC PET/CT
Patient
no.

Medical
treatment

CT/MRI

EUS

Early/delayed
18
F-DOPA/
SSTR PET/CT

Age (y)

Sex

24-h fast
test

1

62

F

Positive

Diazoxide

1/1, head

1, head

1/1/1, head

Insulinoma,
10-mm, grade 1,
Ki-67: 2%

Pathology
(surgery)

2

31

F

Doubtful

Diazoxide

2/2

?, body

2/2/2

Insulinoma
excluded

Consensus

3

16

F

Positive

Diazoxide

2/2

—

2/2/2

Insulinoma
excluded

Consensus

4

70

M

Positive

Diazoxide

1/1, tail

1/1/1, tail

Nonfunctioning
pNET, 66-mm,
grade 3, Ki-67:
25%

Pathology
(surgery)

5

19

F

Positive

2/2

2/2/2

Insulinoma
excluded

Consensus

6

62

F

Positive

1/NA, body

1, body

2/2/1, body

Insulinoma, 17-mm

Pathology
(FNAB)

7

71

F

Doubtful

2/NA

2

1/1/1, head

Insulinoma,
18-mm, grade 1,
Ki-67: 1%

Pathology
(surgery)

8

77

F

Doubtful

2/2

?, tail

2/2/2

Insulinoma
excluded

Consensus

9

65

M

Positive

2/2

1, body

2/2/2

MiNEN, 10-mm,
grade 1 (IHC: 15%
insulin-positive,
90% SST-positive)

Pathology
(surgery)

10

48

F

Positive

1/1, tail

1/1/1, tail

Insulinoma,
17-mm, grade 1,
Ki-67: 1%

Pathology
(surgery)

11

78

F

Positive

1/NA, tail

2/2/2

Insulinoma,
12-mm, grade 1,
Ki-67: 2%

Pathology
(surgery)

12

64

F

Positive

2/2

2/2/2

Insulinoma
excluded

Consensus

13

27

F

Doubtful

1/1, head

1/2/1, head

Insulinoma, 10-mm
(MRI)

Consensus

14

64

M

Doubtful

2/2

2/2/2

Insulinoma
excluded

Consensus

15

78

F

Doubtful

2/NA

2/2/2

Insulinoma
excluded

Consensus

16

29

F

Positive

2/1, tail

1/1/2, tail

Insulinoma,
12-mm, grade 1,
Ki-67: 1%

Pathology
(surgery)

Diazoxide

17

67

F

Positive

18

64

F

Doubtful

Diazoxide

19

72

M

Positive

Diazoxide

20

93

M

Positive

Diazoxide

21

52

M

Positive

Final diagnosis

Gold
standard

2/2

2

2/2/2

Insulinoma (occult)

Consensus

2/1, body

1, body

2/2/2

Nonfunctioning
pNET, 5-mm,
grade 1, Ki-67: 1%

Pathology
(FNAB)

1/NA, head

1

2/2/1, head

Insulinoma, 10-mm

Pathology
(FNAB)

1/NA, tail

2

2/2/1, tail

Insulinoma, 13-mm

Consensus

NA/1, head

1, head

2/2/2

Insulinoma, 22-mm

Pathology
(FNAB)

EUS 5 endoscopic ultrasound; 1 5 positive result; 2 5 negative result; ? 5 doubtful result; pNET 5 pancreatic neuroendocrine
tumor; NA 5 not available; FNAB 5 ﬁne-needle aspiration biopsy; MiNEN 5 mixed neuroendocrine–nonneuroendocrine neoplasm;
IHC 5 immunohistochemistry.
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FIGURE 2. Discordant results for carbidopa-assisted 18F-DOPA and 68Ga-DOTATOC PET/CT
in 2 patients with pathologically proved insulinoma (arrows). (A) Early 18F-DOPA–positive/delayed
18
F-DOPA–negative/68Ga-DOTATOC–positive ﬁndings. (B) Early 18F-DOPA–negative/delayed
18
F-DOPA–negative/68Ga-DOTATOC–positive ﬁndings.

tumor. The lower rate of 18F-DOPA PET/CT
positivity than previously reported could also
be related to selection bias. As highlighted in
the ﬂowchart, 5 insulinomas, including 4
with 18F-DOPA–positive ﬁndings, did not
undergo 68Ga-SSTR PET/CT. With these
patients, the rate of positivity would therefore
be 56% (9/16). Physicians should be aware
that imaging protocols should be
adapted, including carbidopa premedication.
We previously showed in a preclinical model
that the use of carbidopa did not inhibit insulinoma 18F-DOPA uptake (12), a phenomenon that was described for b-cell
hyperplasia (13). In the present study,
delayed acquisition missed 1 insulinoma,
and early acquisition was never inferior to
delayed acquisition. In a previous study that
included 24 patients, 4 cases were detected
only by early-phase acquisition (14).

DISCUSSION

CONCLUSION

The present study aimed to describe the value of 68Ga-SSTR
PET/CT and carbidopa-assisted 18F-DOPA in a series of hypoglycemic patients. The principal conclusions were, ﬁrst, that 68GaDOTATOC PET/CT has a high detection rate in insulinoma,
although its value is less than that in nonfunctioning pancreatic
neuroendocrine tumors because of a lack of SSTR2 expression in
a subgroup of insulinomas (10), and, second, that 68Ga-DOTATOC PET/CT can be positive when 18F-DOPA fails (3 cases) and
vice versa (1 case). The latter point is easily comprehensible
because of the various molecular determinants of tracer uptake
and retention in both conditions.
Although our study was not designed to perform a reliable
comparison between 68Ga-SSTR PET/CT and 18F-DOPA
(mainly because the study was retrospective and had a limited
number of patients), we suggest using 68Ga-SSTR PET as the
ﬁrst-choice tracer when 68Ga-exendin-4 is not available. This
position could be supported by several arguments. Two recent
retrospective studies showed promising results concerning the
use of 68Ga-SSTR PET/CT in patients with insulinoma-related
hyperinsulinemic hypoglycemia, allowing for the identiﬁcation
of pancreatic secreting tumors in 9 of 10 (90%) and 11 of 13
patients (85%) (5,6). The greater sensitivities described in
these studies than in our study could be related to the inclusion of solely pathologically proven insulinomas (5,6), excluding patients with nonoperated 68Ga-SSTR–negative insulinoma.
Furthermore, on the basis of the widely admitted expression of
SSTR2 in two thirds of insulinomas (10), it is expected that
68
Ga-SSTR PET/CT sensitivity in real-life situations should be
less than previously reported, with an on–off uptake pattern,
depending on SSTR2 expression. The use of 68Ga-SSTR PET/CT
also has practical advantages over 18F-DOPA in terms of availability and cost for teams skilled and suitably equipped for 68Ga
radiolabeling.
Although the application of carbidopa-assisted 18F-DOPA PET/CT
remains controversial (11), the present study showed that it can be
useful for SSTR-negative insulinoma and therefore can be considered
a second-choice tracer when 68Ga-SSTR PET/CT fails to detect the

Despite the limitations that have been pointed out, this study provided new data on both tracers in this rare but curable disease. When
68
Ga-exendin-4 is not available, we suggest using SSTR analogs as
the ﬁrst-choice PET tracer and considering carbidopa-assisted
18
F-DOPA as a valid alternative when the results are inconclusive.
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KEY POINTS
QUESTION: What is the best radiopharmaceutical for insulinoma
localization in the absence of 68Ga-exendin-4?
PERTINENT FINDINGS: When 68Ga-exendin-4 is not available,
68
Ga-SSTR should be considered the ﬁrst-choice PET tracer.
Carbidopa-assisted 18F-DOPA PET remains a valid option when
the results are inconclusive.
IMPLICATIONS FOR PATIENT CARE: 68Ga-SSTR PET/CT enables detection of insulinoma, allowing curative sparing surgery
(enucleation/pancreatic resection) and resolution of preoperative
symptoms.
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Quantitative Radiomics Features in Diffuse Large B-Cell
Lymphoma: Does Segmentation Method Matter?
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Radiomics features may predict outcome in diffuse large B-cell lymphoma (DLBCL). Currently, multiple segmentation methods are used
to calculate metabolic tumor volume (MTV). We assessed the inﬂuence of segmentation method on the discriminative power of radiomics features in DLBCL at the patient level and for the largest lesion.
Methods: Fifty baseline 18F-FDG PET/CT scans of DLBCL patients
with progression or relapse within 2 years after diagnosis were
matched on uptake time and reconstruction method with 50 baseline
PET/CT scans of DLBCL patients without progression. Scans were
analyzed using 6 semiautomatic segmentation methods (SUV threshold of 4.0 [SUV4.0], SUV threshold of 2.5, 41% of SUVmax, 50% of
SUVpeak, a majority vote segmenting voxels detected by $2 methods,
and a majority vote segmenting voxels detected by $3 methods). On
the basis of these segmentations, 490 radiomics features were
extracted at the patient level, and 486 features were extracted for the
largest lesion. To quantify the agreement between features extracted
from different segmentation methods, the intraclass correlation (ICC)
agreement was calculated for each method compared with SUV4.0.
The feature space was reduced by deleting features that had high
Pearson correlations ($0.7) with the previously established predictors
MTV or SUVpeak. Model performance was assessed using stratiﬁed
repeated cross validation with 5 folds and 2,000 repeats, yielding
the mean receiver-operating-characteristics curve integral for all
segmentation methods using logistic regression with backward feature selection. Results: The percentage of features yielding an ICC
of at least 0.75, compared with the SUV4.0 segmentation, was lowest for 50% of SUVpeak both at the patient level and for the largest
lesion, with 77.3% and 66.7% of the features yielding an ICC of at
least 0.75, respectively. Features did not correlate strongly with
MTV, with at least 435 features at the patient level and 409 features
for the largest lesion for all segmentation methods having a correlation coefﬁcient of less than 0.7. Features correlated strongly with
SUVpeak (at least 190 at patient level and 134 for the largest lesion
were uncorrelated to SUVpeak, respectively). Receiver-operatingcharacteristics curve integrals ranged between 0.69 6 0.11 and
0.84 6 0.09 at the patient level and between 0.69 6 0.11 and
0.73 6 0.10 at the lesion level. Conclusion: Even though there are
differences in the actual radiomics feature values derived and
selected features among segmentation methods, there is no
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substantial difference in the discriminative power of radiomics features among segmentation methods.
Key Words: diffuse large B-cell lymphoma; segmentation methods;
radiomics; 18F-FDG PET/CT
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iffuse large B-cell lymphoma (DLBCL) is the most common
subtype of non-Hodgkin lymphoma. To improve the outcome of
patients with DLBCL, early identiﬁcation of patients at risk of treatment failure is of the utmost importance, as 25%–40% of patients
experience relapse or progression in the ﬁrst years after diagnosis
(1). Recent data suggest that baseline radiomics features are promising biomarkers to predict treatment outcome in DLBCL (2–4), as
they can predict outcome beyond metabolic tumor volume (MTV)
and the international prognostic index (5).
Radiomics features can be calculated from the baseline 18F-FDG
PET/CT scans and capture detailed and quantitative information on,
for example, texture, intensity, and shape of lesions. Currently,
radiomics analyses in lymphoma are based on predeﬁned tumor segmentations. Segmentations are usually performed using absolute
SUV thresholds (6) or percentages of SUVmax or SUVpeak (2,7). For
the calculation of radiomics features, some studies use the hottest
lesion (4), whereas others use the largest lesion (3,8) or tumor segmentations at the patient level (2,9). The largest lesion and MTV at
the patient level had the highest predictive value (9). Therefore, in
this study we concentrated on the largest lesion and radiomics features extracted from tumor segmentations at the patient level.
One of the main problems with generating a multitude of features is the high false-detection rate caused by multiple testing.
Moreover, several features may represent similar characteristics
that are often highly correlated and therefore redundant (10).
Redundant features may induce a correlation bias (11), and models
become difﬁcult to interpret (12).
Therefore, reducing the feature space to a degree feasible for
clinical use without losing important information is essential. One
method to reduce feature space is hierarchical clustering, based on
correlation analysis or distance metrics (13).
Previous DLBCL studies showed that MTV measured with different segmentation methods, albeit at different cutoffs, showed
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comparable discriminative power to predict survival (6,7). However,
it is unclear to what extent the discriminative power of other radiomics features is affected by the method used to segment the lesions.
Therefore, our main objective was to assess the effects of applying 6
frequently used segmentation methods on the discriminative power
for 2-year time to progression of baseline PET/CT radiomics features
in DLBCL both at the patient level and for the largest lesion.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
Study Population

For this case-control study, 100 patients with newly diagnosed
DLBCL from the HOVON-84 study (Haemato Oncology Foundation
for Adults in the Netherlands; European Union Drug Regulating Authorities Clinical Trials Database identiﬁer 2006-005174-42) with baseline
PET/CT scans available were included. Fifty patients with progressive
disease or relapse within 2 years after diagnosis were matched on scan
interval and reconstruction method (European Association of Nuclear
Medicine Research GmbH [EARL]/non-EARL) (14) with 50 patients
without progression. For this analysis, we combined R-CHOP14 (14d cycles of rituximab plus cyclophosphamide, doxorubicin, vincristine,
and prednisone) and RR-CHOP14 (rituximab-intensiﬁed R-CHOP-14),
because outcomes were similar between treatment arms (15). The
HOVON-84 study was approved by the institutional review board, and
all participants gave informed consent.
Quantitative Analysis

Quantitative PET/CT analysis was performed using the quantitative
oncology molecular analysis suite (ACCURATE) (16). To match quality criteria, PET and low-dose CT scans should be complete, and liver
SUVmean and plasma glucose should be within the ranges suggested by
the European Association of Nuclear Medicine guidelines (14). If liver
SUVmean was outside the suggested ranges but total image activity was
between 50% and 80% of the injected activity, the scans were still
included. All scans were reviewed by nuclear medicine physicians, and
delineations were performed under their supervision. The following
frequently used semiautomatic segmentation methods were applied to
delineate lesions: an SUV threshold of 2.5, an SUV threshold of 4.0
(SUV4.0). 50% of SUVpeak (17), 41% of SUVmax, a majority vote segmenting voxels detected by at least 2 methods, and a majority vote segmenting voxels detected by at least 3 methods (supplemental materials;
available at http://jnm.snmjournals.org).
Lesions were delineated with a fully automated preselection of
lesions with a volume threshold of at least 3 cm3. Lymphoma lesions
smaller than 3 cm3 were added by observer selection, and nontumor
regions were deleted with single mouse-clicks for all 6 segmentation
methods (18). Lesions for which automatic segmentation was successful
were added to the patient-level volume of interest. If lesion selection
resulted in ﬂooding (i.e., selection of large parts of nontumor regions,
such as liver, spleen, or skeleton), the lesion was not added. Adjacent
nontumor 18F-FDG–avid regions (e.g., bladder or kidney) were manually removed. For the ﬁxed SUV4.0 method, we also generated segmentations with a volume threshold of at least 3 cm3. Two observers
selected the method with the highest visual agreement (best method) for
each patient, resolving initial discrepancies in consensus meetings.
Feature Extraction

Four hundred eighty radiomics features (texture [n 5 408], morphology [n 5 22], intensity-based statistics [n 5 18], intensity histogram
[n 5 24], intensity–volume histogram [n 5 6], and local intensity
[n 5 2]) and 6 conventional PET uptake metrics before rebinning were
extracted for both the patient level and the largest lesion for each segmentation method. The patient-level volume of interest included all
segmented lesions and was generated by assigning all voxels within the
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individual lesions to one and all voxels outside any of the segmented
individual lesions to zero. At the patient level, 4 additional dissemination features were calculated. All image-processing and feature calculations were performed using RaCat software (19), which complies with
the imaging biomarker standardization initiative criteria (20). Details
on feature calculation are presented in the supplemental materials.
Statistical Analysis

All statistical analyses were performed for radiomics features at the
patient level and for the largest lesion using R (version 4.0.3). The
paired Student t test was used to compare the MTV and SUVpeak of all
segmentation methods with the best segmentation. On the basis of
recent studies, the SUV4.0 segmentation was chosen as a reference
(7,18). First, if the distribution of the radiomics feature values had
skewness greater than 0.5 for the SUV4.0 segmentation method, they
were log-transformed for all segmentations using the natural logarithm. The agreement between radiomics features extracted from different segmentations was quantiﬁed by calculating the intraclass
correlation (ICC) compared with the SUV4.0 segmentation. ICCs
were categorized as having reliability that was poor (,0.5), moderate
(0.5–0.74), good (0.75–0.89), or excellent ($0.90) (21). Two texture
features at the patient level and 3 texture features at the lesion level
did not show any variation and were therefore excluded.
MTV and SUVpeak have been shown to be predictive in DLBCL (9).
To avoid overﬁtting and to remove redundancy, the feature space was
reduced by deleting features that correlated strongly with either MTV or
SUVpeak. The Pearson correlation coefﬁcient between MTV and other
radiomics features, and between SUVpeak and other radiomics features,
was calculated for each segmentation method. A correlation was considered high if the Pearson correlation coefﬁcient was at least 0.7 (22).
For each segmentation method, the mutual correlations between
features that did not correlate with MTV and SUVpeak were calculated
using Pearson correlation. For clusters of features with high mutual
correlations, as identiﬁed with hierarchical clustering using Euclidian
distance as a distance measure, the feature with the lowest correlation
to MTV or SUVpeak was preserved.
Discriminative power (progression vs. nonprogression) was assessed
using logistic regression with backward feature selection based on the
Akaike information criteria (23). We included all independent features,
MTV, and SUVpeak for all segmentations. Stratiﬁed repeated cross validation with 5 folds and 2,000 repeats was applied, yielding the mean
receiver-operating-characteristic curve integral (CV-AUC) and the SD
of AUCs between repeats. Comparing CV-AUCs is a known difﬁculty
because of the inherent dependency of train-test iterations and complex
relations between the trained models (24). Currently, there is no valid
statistical approach to compare CV-AUCs.
As a sensitivity evaluation, all analyses were repeated for features that were reliable, repeatable, and reproducible in a multicenter setting (25).
RESULTS

Patient characteristics are summarized in Table 1. Sixty-four
scans were semiautomatically analyzed and adapted with single
mouse-clicks only. Thirty-six scans required manual editing because
tumor and nontumor regions were adjacent. SUV4.0 was selected
most frequently as the best method for both the patient level and the
lesion level (49% and 64%, respectively).
MTV Analysis

The method using an SUV threshold of 2.5 resulted in MTV
ﬂooding for 44 patients, leading to exclusion of this method for
further analysis. At the patient and lesion levels, MTV was highest
for the segmentation using a majority vote segmenting voxels
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TABLE 1
Characteristics of Included Patients
Characteristic

Events

Nonevents

Age
Median (y)

64 (IQR, 61–71)

68 (IQR, 63–74)

#60 y

11

11

.60 y

39

39

Male

28

26

Female

22

24

Sex

Ann Arbor stage
2

3

6

3

9

13

4

38

31

Lactate dehydrogenase
Normal

8

19

42

31

#1

21

28

.1

29

22

0

16

29

1

25

13

2

9

8

3

5

Low-intermediate

2

14

High-intermediate

25

18

High

20

13

.normal
Extranodal localizations

Performance status

International prognostic
index
Low

detected by at least 2 methods and was lowest for the method
using 50% of SUVpeak (Table 2). Using the best visual segmentation as a reference, MTV was signiﬁcantly higher for the segmentation using a majority vote segmenting voxels detected by at least
2 methods and was signiﬁcantly lower using all other segmentation methods (all P , 0.05; Table 2; Fig. 1). SUVpeak was comparable among segmentation methods (all P . 0.05).
Patient Level

Radiomics features based on a SUV4.0 preselection with a 3-cm3
volume threshold resembled the features of the SUV4.0 segmentation most, with excellent reliability for 414 features (84.8%),
followed by the best segmentation. For the segmentation using 50%
of SUVpeak, similarity was lowest, with only 218 features (44.7%)
having excellent reliability (Fig. 2; Supplemental Table 1).
For all segmentation methods, at least 435 features (89.3%) did
not correlate strongly with MTV (Table 3), of which 433 (88.9%)
did not correlate strongly with MTV for any segmentation method.
At least 190 features (38.9%) did not correlate strongly with
SUVpeak, of which 175 (35.9%) did not correlate strongly with
SUVpeak for any segmentation. One hundred ninety-seven features
(40.5%) did not correlate with MTV and SUVpeak for at least 1
method, of which 125 (25.7%) correlated neither with MTV nor
with SUVpeak for any segmentation method. For each segmentation
method, at least 25 features (5.1%) did not show high mutual correlations and did not correlate with MTV or SUVpeak. After backward
feature selection, the SUV4.0 segmentation method yielded a
CV-AUC of 0.74 6 0.10; 41% of SUVmax had the highest
CV-AUC (0.84 6 0.09), the visually best segmentation method had
the lowest CV-AUC (0.69 6 0.11). Selected features after backward
selection differed among segmentation methods and varied between
4 and 20 features (Table 3; Supplemental Table 2). For all segmentation methods, the morphologic feature “center of mass shift” and
the texture feature “ﬁrst measure of information correlation” were
retained in the linear regression model.
Largest Lesion

Radiomics features of the segmentation using a majority vote
segmenting voxels detected by at least 2 methods resembled those

IQR 5 interquartile range.

TABLE 2
SUVpeak and MTV per Segmentation Method
Parameter

SUVpeak

MTV patient level

MTV largest lesion

SUV4.0

17.1 (12.8–22.0)

552.7 (310.3–1,117.2)

353.5 (145.3–854.4)

SUV4.0 ($3 cm3)

17.2 (12.8–22.3)

534.8 (295.4–1,116.4)

353.5 (145.3–854.4)

A50P

16.8 (12.5–22.0)

463.5 (210.2–1,164.0)

264.6 (75.9–658.1)

41%max

16.8 (12.5–22.0)

492.0 (230.3–1,203.5)

295.3 (112.6–741.8)

MV2

16.8 (12.8–22.0)

726.2 (374.5–1,299.9)

445.1 (188.0–1041.6)

MV3

16.8 (12.5–22.3)

502.5 (235.5–1,155.0)

280.2 (98.9–693.9)

Best

16.6 (12.4–21.9)

653.2 (350.5–1,283.8)

445.1 (172.6–935.5)

A50P 5 50% of SUVpeak; 41%max 5 41% of SUVmax; MV2 5 majority vote segmenting voxels detected by $2 methods; MV3 5
majority vote segmenting voxels detected by $3 methods.
Data are median followed by interquartile range.
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histogram gradient” was retained in all
models except for the SUV4.0 segmentation method.
When starting from a selection with
reliable, repeatable, and reproducible features, similar results were found both at
the patient level and for the largest lesion
(Table 3; Table 4).
FIGURE 1. Maximum-intensity PET projections of patient with lesion segmentations indicated in
red for all applied methods using SUV scale of 0–10. 41%max 5 41% of SUVmax; A50P 5 50% of
SUVpeak; MV2 5 majority vote segmenting voxels detected by $2 methods; MV3 5 majority vote
segmenting voxels detected by $3 methods; SUV2.5 5 SUV threshold of 2.5.

DISCUSSION

This study showed that the discriminative power is largely independent of segmentation method. However, there are
large differences in radiomics feature
of the SUV4.0 method most, with excellent reliability for 389 fea- values derived using different segmentation methods, as shown by
tures (80.5%). For the segmentation using 50% of SUVpeak, simi- ICC agreement values.
Both MTV and SUVpeak have been shown to be predictive in
larity was lowest, at only 83 features (17.2%) with excellent
DLBCL (9). Our study showed that most radiomics features are
reliability (Fig. 3; Supplemental Table 3).
For all segmentations, at least 409 features (84.9%) did not cor- independent of MTV for both the patient level and the largest
relate strongly with MTV (Table 4), of which 404 (83.8%) did not lesion. Hatt et al. (26) showed that textural features, which comcorrelate strongly with MTV for any segmentation method. At prise more than 80% of our radiomics features, already provide
least 134 features (27.8%) did not correlate strongly with SUVpeak, clinical complementary information in addition to MTV in lesions
of which 130 features (27.0%) did not correlate strongly with
larger than 10 cm3, with an increasing complementary prognostic
SUVpeak for any segmentation. One hundred forty-nine (31.0%)
features did not correlate with MTV or SUVpeak for at least 1 value for 3larger MTVs, disputing the threshold for texture features
method, of which 61 features (12.7%) correlated neither with of 45 cm (27). With only 4 patients with MTVs smaller than
3
MTV nor with SUVpeak for any segmentation method. For each 10 cm for the largest lesion, and 1 patient with an MTV smaller
3
segmentation method, at least 19 features (4.0%) did not show than 10 cm at the patient level, it is to be expected that most feahigh mutual correlations and did not correlate with MTV or SUV- tures are independent of MTV. However, many features correlated
with SUVpeak, in which case they are redundant.
peak. After backward feature selection, SUV4.0 had the highest
CV-AUC (0.73 6 0.10), whereas a majority vote segmenting voxCurrently, there is no consensus on the best segmentation
els detected by at least 3 methods and the best segmentation method for delineating lesions in DLBCL 18F-FDG PET/CT studmethod had the lowest CV-AUC (0.69 6 0.11). Selected features ies. Therefore, it is essential to study the sensitivity of radiomics
after backward selection differed among segmentation methods features in relation to segmentation method. In several solid canand varied between 5 and 11 features (Table 4; Supplemental cers, radiomics features, especially morphologic and texture feaTable 4). For all segmentation methods, the texture feature “ﬁrst tures, are inﬂuenced by the delineation method (28–31). The
measure of information correlation” was retained in the linear number of extracted features in these studies varied widely,
regression model, and the intensity histogram feature “minimum between 9 and 480. We extend these ﬁndings by showing that for
the largest lesion in DLBCL, up to 31%
of the texture features, and 68% of the
morphologic features, were highly sensitive
to the segmentation method, as shown by
the reliability of features compared with
SUV4.0 segmentation. DLBCL lesions usually are large, heterogeneous, and bulky.
Larger lesions are known to exhibit higher
hypoxia, necrosis, or anatomic and physiologic complexity—characteristics that logically translate to higher complexity in the
spatial 18F-FDG distribution and hence sensitivity to segmentation method, leading to
lower reliability of features among applied
methods. Furthermore, as variations in segmentation methods have a strong effect on
the outer contour of the segmentation, thus
inﬂuencing the shape of the segmentation, a
high sensitivity to segmentation methods
FIGURE 2. Percentage of radiomics features yielding excellent, good, moderate, or poor ICC agreefor morphologic features could be expected.
ment between SUV4.0 segmentation and the other methods at the patient level. 41%max 5 41% of
SUVmax; A50P 5 50% of SUVpeak; MV2 5 majority vote segmenting voxels detected by $2 methods;
Because of the higher MTV, the radiomics
MV3 5 majority vote segmenting voxels detected by $3 methods.
features at the patient level were less
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TABLE 3
Number of Independent Features per Segmentation Method, Number of Included Features, and Predictive Value at Patient
Level for All Extracted Features (n 5 488) and All Reliable, Repeatable, and Reproducible Features (n 5 103)

No of features
488

Independent
of MTV

Independent
of SUVpeak

445

211

172

25

SUV4.0 ($3 cm )

443

212

170

25

4

0.74 6 0.10

41%max

435

198

145

27

11

0.84 6 0.09

A50P

441

204

157

32

20

0.78 6 0.10

MV2

444

199

155

26

5

0.79 6 0.09

MV3

441

203

156

29

18

0.80 6 0.09

Best

445

190

147

25

12

0.69 6 0.11

SUV4.0

64

63

35

13

3

0.70 6 0.11

SUV4.0 ($3 cm3)

61

63

32

12

6

0.70 6 0.11

41%max

54

63

24

10

4

0.75 6 0.10

A50P

58

65

30

10

3

0.63 6 0.11

MV2

61

66

34

11

8

0.74 6 0.10

MV3

58

65

30

9

4

0.73 6 0.10

Best

62

67

36

11

7

0.69 6 0.11

Parameter
SUV4.0
3

103

Independent
of MTV and No. of features
SUVpeak and
in linear
uncorrelated
regression
CV-AUC (6SD)

Independent
of MTV and
SUVpeak

12

0.74 6 0.10

41%max 5 41% of SUVmax; A50P 5 50% of SUVpeak; MV2 5 majority vote segmenting voxels detected by $2 methods; MV3 5
majority vote segmenting voxels detected by $3 methods.

inﬂuenced by segmentation method, with up to 20% of the texture
features, and 32% of the morphology features, being sensitive to segmentation method. Because of the low similarity of some of the features between segmentations, it is not advisable to use regression
coefﬁcients from other studies that applied other segmentation
methods.

However, even though values are not interchangeable, in our
study the discriminative power at the lesion and patient levels was
comparable among segmentations. Contrary to what we expected,
choosing the segmentation method that visually best selected the
tumors did not result in a higher CV-AUC. These results are in line
with previous studies exploring the predictive value of radiomics
features using different segmentations for
other cancer types. None of these studies
found signiﬁcant differences in predicting
outcome (28,32), metastasis, or lymph
node invasion (30) using different segmentation methods. However, ICC agreement
values, correlations with MTV, correlations
with SUVpeak, and mutual correlations differed among segmentation methods, resulting in different preselections of features for
the logistic regression model. Even though
discriminative power is comparable, different features are predictive of outcome
when applying different segmentation
methods.
When using only previously deﬁned reliable, repeatable, and reproducible features,
discriminative power was slightly lower
for all segmentation methods. However,
the CIs of CV-AUCs using only reproducible features overlapped with the CIs
of CV-AUCs using all features. ThereFIGURE 3. Percentage of radiomics features yielding excellent, good, moderate, or poor ICC
fore, using only reproducible features
agreement between SUV4.0 segmentation and the other methods for the largest lesion. 41%max 5
does not affect discriminative power. In
41% of SUVmax; A50P 5 50% of SUVpeak; MV2 5 majority vote segmenting voxels detected by $2
methods; MV3 5 majority vote segmenting voxels detected by $3 methods.
clinical practice and multicenter studies,
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TABLE 4
Number of Independent Features per Segmentation Method, Number of Included Features, and Predictive Value for
Largest Lesion for All Extracted Features (n 5 483) and All Reliable, Repeatable, and Reproducible Features (n 5 99)
No. of
features
483

99

Parameter

Independent
of MTV

Independent
of SUVpeak

Independent
of MTV and
SUVpeak

Independent of MTV No. of features
and SUVpeak and
in linear
uncorrelated
regression

SUV4.0

427

134

85

24

11

0.73 6 0.10

41%max

409

158

84

19

10

0.71 6 0.11

CV-AUC (6SD)

A50P

424

176

117

21

8

0.71 6 0.11

MV2

435

141

93

21

3

0.71 6 0.10

MV3

424

173

114

21

5

0.69 6 0.11

Best

437

168

122

25

10

0.69 6 0.11

SUV4.0

57

46

13

10

5

0.73 6 0.10

41%max

50

57

14

6

1

0.65 6 0.11

A50P

54

59

20

9

4

0.63 6 0.11

MV2

59

52

18

8

3

0.70 6 0.11

MV3

54

52

18

7

3

0.67 6 0.11

Best

59

55

21

10

3

0.69 6 0.11

41%max 5 41% of SUVmax; A50P 5 50% of SUVpeak; MV2 5 majority vote segmenting voxels detected by $2 methods; MV3 5
majority vote segmenting voxels detected by $3 methods.

variable image qualities are encountered. Therefore, some features
that have high predictive values may in reality be difﬁcult to measure reliably. It is thus advisable to only use reproducible features,
especially in multicenter settings.
To our knowledge, this was the ﬁrst study that assessed the
inﬂuence of segmentation methods on PET radiomics features and
their predictive power, other than MTV, in DLBCL. By applying
multiple frequently used methods on the same patients, we could
directly compare the effect of segmentation methods on quantitative PET radiomics features. We chose to calculate linear relations
among radiomics features using Pearson correlation because we
used logistic regression as a classiﬁer, and the logistic regression
model calculates linear relations with included features. This probably led to fewer included features in the logistic regression model
compared with the application of Spearman correlation as data
reduction method. One of the limitations of this study was that not
all scans were scanned according to the EARL protocol; this
inconsistency might affect the discriminative power and repeatability of features (25). Because we matched events and nonevents on reconstruction method there were no difference in
EARL compliance between groups. However, this matching does
not preclude an effect of the reconstruction method on the discriminative power. Use of harmonization methods such as ComBat to
retrospectively increase uniformity in large datasets has deﬁnitely
been shown to be worthwhile (33,34). Therefore, ComBat-based
data alignment would be a successful approach toward harmonizing these differences. Unfortunately, in our study the number of
patients per center was too small to allow application of ComBat.
Moreover, in view of the equivalent discriminative power seen in
our data among various segmentation methods, ComBat-based
data alignment would be a successful approach toward harmonizing databases of radiomics features analyzed using different segmentation methods. In our cohort, patients presented with high
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MTVs; therefore, these results need to be validated for other
cohorts with smaller lesion sizes.
CONCLUSION

This study found no substantial difference in the discriminative
performance of radiomics features extracted using different segmentation methods. However, there are differences in the actual
radiomics feature values derived and in the selected features
among segmentation methods. Until consensus on a segmentation
method for DLBCL is reached, it is advisable to use only prediction models that are built using data with the same segmentation
methods.
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KEY POINTS
QUESTION: What is the inﬂuence of segmentation methods on
the discriminative power of baseline radiomics features in DLBCL?
PERTINENT FINDINGS: There is no difference in the discriminative power of radiomics features among segmentation methods.
However, different features are selected when applying different
segmentation methods.
IMPLICATIONS FOR PATIENT CARE: It is advisable to only use
prediction models that are build using data with the same segmentation methods.
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Response to Combined Peptide Receptor Radionuclide
Therapy and Checkpoint Immunotherapy with Ipilimumab
Plus Nivolumab in Metastatic Merkel Cell Carcinoma
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For patients with Merkel cell carcinoma (MCC) who are refractory to
immune checkpoint inhibition (ICI), treatment options are limited. Few
cases of MCCs have been reported to show responses to peptide
receptor radionuclide therapy (PRRT). A combination of PRRT and ICI
has not been reported in MCC to date. A patient with metastatic
MCC, who was resistant to ﬁrst-line avelumab and acquired resistance to ipilimumab/nivolumab (IPI/NIVO) with additional radiotherapy,
presented with multiple distant metastases. After conﬁrmation of
SSTR expression, treatment was continued with an additional 4 doses
of IPI/NIVO combined with 2 cycles of PRRT. Treatment was well tolerated, with transient hemotoxicity and mild nausea. Restaging after
3 mo demonstrated an exceptional response. This case demonstrates
the feasibility of combined treatment with IPI/NIVO and PRRT as an
option for MCC patients progressing under ICI. Prospective evidence
conﬁrming the additive value of combining ICI and radionuclide therapy in a larger cohort is needed.
Key Words: immunotherapy; PRRT, SSTR; Merkel cell carcinoma;
PD-L1
J Nucl Med 2022; 63:396–398
DOI: 10.2967/jnumed.121.262344

M

erkel cell carcinoma (MCC) is an aggressive form of neuroendocrine skin cancer. In the United States, the incidence of MCC
is around 0.8 per 100,000, and the numbers continue to rise. Metastatic MCC (mMCC) is characterized by a particularly poor prognosis, with a 5-y overall survival rate of approximately 30% (1).
On the basis of the high immunogenicity of MCC and the need
for more effective therapies, immune checkpoint inhibition (ICI)
was successfully introduced for ﬁrst- and second-line treatment of
mMCC (2). Similar to many other neuroendocrine malignancies,
MCC expresses somatostatin receptors (SSTRs) enabling receptortargeted PET and peptide receptor radionuclide therapy (PRRT) (3).
PRRT led to signiﬁcantly prolonged survival compared with
treatment with somatostatin analogs in patients with neuroendocrine
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tumors of the midgut (4). PRRT for mMCC exhibited a promising
response in a few case reports (5–7). Here, we report the case of a
patient with mMCC who progressed on multiple lines of ICI and
subsequently responded well to combined therapy with ipilimumab
plus nivolumab ICI and somatostatin PRRT.
MATERIALS AND METHODS

A 60-y-old, immune-competent man presented with a red lump on
his right upper thigh. Surgical excision and histopathology revealed a
high-grade MCC with positive margins. Sentinel lymph node biopsy
conﬁrmed nodal involvement. The tumor was MCPyV-positive, with a
low tumor mutational burden, but lacked signiﬁcant programmed
death-ligand 1 expression.
The initial TNM stage was pT2 pN1b cM0. Subsequently, the patient
received adjuvant radiotherapy to the tumor bed (60 Gy) and the draining
lymph node region (50 Gy). Follow-up CT staging demonstrated multiple enlarged retroperitoneal lymph nodes, indicative of metastases
(Fig. 1). Systemic treatment with avelumab, 800 mg every 2 wk, was initiated and tolerated well, but imaging after 4 doses revealed progressive
disease (Fig. 1). The immunotherapeutic regimen was switched to ipilimumab, 3 mg/kg, and nivolumab, 1 mg/kg every 3 wk (IPI/NIVO),
which was accompanied by severe diarrhea requiring treatment interruption. Additionally, radiotherapy (50.4 Gy) of the retroperitoneal lymph
nodes was performed and resulted in a partial response (Fig. 1). At the
same time, the patient took artesunate supplements (8) and received multiple administrations of Newcastle disease virus; both treatments were
given on the patient’s own initiative outside our center (9).
Shortly after pausing immunotherapy, the patient developed oligoprogression with new bone metastases and started supportive treatment
with denosumab and palliative radiation therapy delivered to selected
bone metastases of the spine. After recovering from the previous
immune-related toxicity, the patient started on nivolumab, 480 mg
every 4 wk as maintenance therapy, but again progressed dramatically
within 30 d, with several new skeletal lesions.
Restaging with SSTR PET conﬁrmed high levels of SSTR expression
at all sites of disease (bone and lymph nodes). We therefore decided to
rechallenge the patient with IPI/NIVO together with PRRT. Written
informed consent for publication was obtained from the patient.
RESULTS

The patient received a cumulative activity of 14.8 GBq of
Lu-DOTATOC over 2 cycles of PRRT (4). Posttreatment scintigraphy was performed to verify retention of the radionuclide in
177
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Radiation leads to immunogenic cell
death and activation of immune effector
cells, which could enhance the efﬁcacy of
ICI therapy (11). Further, radiation alters
the microenvironment of tumors via the
expression of chemokines and release of
antigens and neoantigens, allowing for
immune cell inﬁltration of irradiated tissue
(12). Conversely, ICI therapy may enhance
the therapeutic effects of radiation by counteracting tumor hypoxia and inﬂux of
myeloid-derived suppressor cells, which are
known mechanisms of radioresistance (13).
In contrast to external-beam radiation
therapy, PRRT delivers radiation to every
metastatic lesion with target expression. In
the phase III NETTER-1 trial, compared
with therapy with somatostatin analogs,
PRRT led to prolonged progression-free
FIGURE 1. Retroperitoneal lymph node metastasis: ﬂowchart of important events since initial diagnosis,
survival and an improved quality of life in
and CT and MR images of retroperitoneal lymph node metastases (1–3; arrows). (1) After detection of lymph
patients with midgut neuroendocrine tumors
node metastasis, immunotherapy with avelumab was initiated. (2) After 1 mo, rapid increase in lactate dehy(4). Generally, PRRT is well tolerated, with
drogenase serum levels was noted, and restaging revealed progressive disease. Treatment was switched
lymphopenia, nausea, and fatigue as most
to IPI/NIVO plus radiotherapy to retroperitoneal lymph nodes. (3 and 4) Although lymph node metastases
frequent but often mild adverse effects (4).
showed strong response to IPI/NIVO (3), new bone metastases were detected (4; arrow). CR 5 complete
response; EBRT 5 external-beam radiation therapy; LYMPH = lymph node metastasis; OSS = bone
MCCs often express SSTR at moderate to
metastasis; oligo PD = oligoprogressive disease; PD 5 progressive disease; PR 5 partial response.
high levels and are thus amenable to PRRT
(14). In our patient, SSTR PET before treatment initiation revealed high and homogetumor lesions (Fig. 2). IPI/NIVO was given as ipilimumab, neous expression of SSTR.
There is increasing interest in combining radionuclide therapy and
3 mg/kg, and nivolumab, 1 mg/kg, every 3 wk. The treatment was
well tolerated, with transient grade 3 leukopenia, mild nausea ICI therapy. Promising preclinical data show that ICI enhances radio(grade 2), and autoimmune–related thyroiditis (Common Terminol- nuclide therapy in prostate cancer (15), and 2 clinical trials are under
ogy Criteria for Adverse Events grade 1). After 2 cycles of PRRT way (NCT03658447 and NCT03805594). In a recent phase Ib trial
and 4 doses of IPI/NIVO, we performed restaging with SSTR PET. in patients with neuroendocrine tumors of the lung, combined PRRT
Here, we noted a marked response by multiple skeletal lesions and nivolumab were well tolerated and showed signs of antitumor
(Fig. 2). However, we found one new lymph node metastasis on activity (16). Disease control was achieved in 3 of 9 (33%) patients.
the left side of the neck, which was excised
and histologically conﬁrmed as MCC.
Baseline SSTR-PET
Post-therapy scan (2 h p.i.)
Follow-up SSTR-PET
Increased SSTR PET uptake in the thyroid
SUV 5
SUV 5
was rated as thyroiditis. Because of his
good treatment response on imaging and his
good clinical condition, the patient currently
continues PRRT at a 50% reduced dose
(3.8 GBq/cycle), together with maintenance
nivolumab, 480 mg every 4 wk. At the time
of submission, the patient had experienced
an ongoing response for 5 mo.
DISCUSSION

Introduction of ICI greatly improved
patient outcomes in advanced MCC (10).
However, half the patients either primarily
do not respond or exhibit acquired resistance. Our patient eventually progressed
during all immunotherapeutic regimens but
initially responded well to a combination
ICI with IPI/NIVO. We therefore decided
on an individual salvage regimen with
reinduction of IPI/NIVO and addition of
PRRT.

SUV 0

SUV 0

FIGURE 2. Response after IPI/NIVO plus PRRT: maximum-intensity projections of baseline and
follow-up 68Ga-DOTATOC PET scans (SSTR PET) indicating favorable response of bone metastases
(red arrows) to PRRT plus IPI/NIVO therapy. Physiologic uptake can be seen in liver, spleen, and urinary tract. Posttherapy scan after ﬁrst PRRT cycle conﬁrmed retention of 177Lu-DOTATOC in tumor
sites. Follow-up SSTR PET 13 wk after ﬁrst cycle revealed new uptake in thyroid gland (blue arrow).
Patient was diagnosed with autoimmune thyroiditis as side effect of ICI therapy with IPI/NIVO.
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The National Comprehensive Cancer Network guidelines have
implemented the use of PRRT for several neuroendocrine tumors but
not yet for MCC (17). To date, there have been only a few
reported cases of successful PRRT in mMCC (5–7) and no cases of
combined PRRT and immunotherapy. Recently, the GoTHAM trial
(NCT04261855) was launched; it is investigating the efﬁcacy of ﬁrstline avelumab plus PRRT for the treatment of mMCC. The 3-armed
design compares avelumab, avelumab plus radiotherapy, or avelumab
plus PRRT and stratiﬁes patients by SSTR expression level. Results of
this trial will shed light on the added value of radiation to ICI therapy.
However, survival data are not expected before 2024. Trials evaluating PRRT as monotherapy in MCC are also urgently needed, ideally
comparing PRRT to PRRT plus ICI. Meanwhile, PRRT alone or in
combination with ICI therapy will be reserved for individuals who
failed other therapeutic regimens. Our case underlines the intriguing
promise of radionuclide therapy, potentially turning immunotherapyunresponsive into immunotherapy-responsive tumors.
CONCLUSION

We report the response to combined IPI/NIVO plus PRRT in a
patient with mMCC refractory to multiple previous ICI regimens.
Although a prospective clinical trial is under way, our case highlights the need for rapid clinical development of combination strategies for patients with no response to immunotherapy alone.
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KEY POINTS
QUESTION: Can immunotherapy and PRRT be combined to
achieve a response in patients with mMCC who progressed under
immunotherapy?
PERTINENT FINDINGS: Our case shows that combined immunotherapy and PRRT resulted in acceptable toxicity and an exceptional response.
IMPLICATIONS FOR PATIENT CARE: Combining immunotherapy and PRRT should be explored in prospective clinical trials;
until then, it is a feasible option for patients who have exhausted
all other options.
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Tumor dosimetry was performed for 177Lu-DOTATATE with the aims
of better understanding the range and variation of the tumorabsorbed doses (ADs), how different dosimetric quantities evolve
over the treatment cycles, and whether this evolution differs depending on the tumor grade. Such information is important for radiobiologic interpretation and may inform the design of alternative
administration schemes. Methods: The data came from 41 patients
with neuroendocrine tumors (NETs) of grade 1 (n 5 23) or 2 (n 5 18)
who had received between 2 and 9 treatment cycles. Dosimetry was
performed for 182 individual lesions, giving a total of 880 individual
AD assessments across all cycles. Hybrid planar–SPECT/CT imaging
was used, including quantitative SPECT reconstruction, voxel-based
absorbed-dose-rate calculation, semiautomatic image segmentation,
and partial-volume correction. Linear mixed-effect models were used
to analyze changes in tumor ADs over cycles, absorbed-dose rates
and activity concentrations on day 1, effective half-times, and tumor
volumes. Tumors smaller than 8 cm3 were excluded from analyses.
Results: Tumor ADs ranged between 2 and 77 Gy per cycle. On average, the AD decreased over the cycles, with signiﬁcantly different
rates (P , 0.05) of 6% and 14% per cycle for grade 1 and 2 NETs,
respectively. The absorbed-dose rates and activity concentrations on
day 1 decreased by similar amounts. The effective half-times were
less variable but shorter for grade 2 than for grade 1 (P , 0.001). For
grade 2 NETs, the tumor volumes decreased, with a similar tendency
in grade 1. Conclusion: The tumor AD, absorbed-dose rate, and
activity uptake decrease, in parallel with tumor volumes, between
177
Lu-DOTATATE treatment cycles, particularly for grade 2 NETs. The
effective half-times vary less but are lower for grade 2 than grade 1
NETs. These results may indicate the development of radiationinduced ﬁbrosis and could have implications for the design of future
treatment and dosimetry protocols.
Key Words: 177Lu-DOTATATE; neuroendocrine tumors; absorbed
dose; fractionation
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7.4 GBq administered at an interval of approximately 2 mo has
been proven safe and effective (1–3). Since the therapy is based
on ionizing radiation, the likelihood of tumor response is expected
to be related to the absorbed dose (AD) (4–11). Current data indicate that the tumor ADs vary considerably between patients, from
a few grays to nearly 200 Gy (8,9,12–15). Most studies on tumor
dosimetry have focused on a single lesion in each patient, and
there are currently limited data on the variation in AD between
metastases within patients and variation across treatment cycles.
Such information is important to advance the understanding of
how the AD delivery is currently fractionated and to inform the
design of alternatives in which the activity per cycle, number of
cycles, or time between cycles in the standard administration
scheme are modiﬁed (4,7–9,11,16).
The AD is essentially calculated from a combination of an initial absorbed-dose rate and an effective half-time, in turn derived
from estimates of the activity concentration over time. Understanding changes in these input quantities is essential for a deeper
understanding of any systematic changes in the AD. Such information is also important from a practical perspective. A varying initial absorbed-dose rate but a stable half-time implies that the latter
needs to be determined at cycle 1 only, thereby simplifying the
dosimetry protocol.
Tumor biology adds another level of complexity. Gastroenteropancreatic NETs are divided into grades G1, G2, and G3 based on
Ki-67 staining representing the proliferation rate. G1 tumors
(Ki-67 , 3%) are indolent, whereas G3 tumors (Ki-67 . 20%)
are more aggressive. G2 tumors have a proliferation rate of
3%–20%, with a moderate aggressiveness. Additionally, there is
an inverse relationship between somatostatin-receptor expression
and grade (17).
The aim of this work is to improve the understanding of how
the tumor AD is delivered over the treatment cycles, including the
effect of tumor grade. Further aims are to elucidate which underlying quantity is mainly responsible for any changes in the tumor
ADs and whether dosimetry can be simpliﬁed.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
Patient Data

Data were obtained from the Iluminet trial (NCT01456078), for
which a detailed description has been published elsewhere (18). The
Iluminet trial was a phase II, nonrandomized clinical trial that included
103 patients at 2 sites in Sweden from 2011 to 2018. The trial included
patients with somatostatin-receptor–expressing NETs of gastroenteropancreatic or bronchopulmonary origin, with a Ki-67 index of up to
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20% (G1 and G2) based on the most recent biopsy before inclusion in
the study. They were given repeated cycles of 177Lu-DOTATATE
(7.4 GBq) at intervals of 10 6 2 wk. Treatment was continued up to a
renal biologically effective dose of 27 6 2 Gy unless tumor progression or treatment-limiting toxicity occurred earlier. Patients with a
good renal and hematologic tolerance, and no signs of tumor progression, were invited to continue up to a renal biologically effective dose
of 40 6 2 Gy. The ﬁnal analysis of the trial results is under way. This
study is based on a subset of the Iluminet patients, acquired at one of
the study sites, and includes 41 patients who received 2–9 cycles.
Image Data

Two SPECT/CT systems were used, a GE Discovery VH and a GE
Discovery 670 (GE HealthCare). Images were acquired using mediumenergy collimators and energy windows centered on 208 keV, with
widths of 20% (GE Discovery VH) or 15% (GE Discovery 670).
Whole-body images were acquired at nominal times 1 h, 24 h
(day 1), 96 h (day 4), and 168 h (day 7) after administration. The
g-camera images were coregistered to a scout radiograph to enable
pixelwise attenuation and scatter correction (19).
SPECT/CT images were acquired on day 1, with 60 projections of
45 s each, a 128 3 128 matrix, and a pixel size of 4.42 3 4.42 mm2
(GE Discovery 670) or 4.02 3 4.02 mm2 (GE Discovery VH). The
low-dose CT images were rescaled to mass density using a 2-segment
linear function based on calibration measurements. For each set of
projection data, 3 different settings were used for the OS-EM reconstruction (overview of image data analysis is shown in Supplemental
Fig. 1; supplemental materials are available at http://jnm.snmjournals.
org). The reason for this 3-fold reconstruction was that different steps
in the dosimetry process required images with different characteristics
(20,21). The ﬁrst reconstruction (AS-8) was used for segmentation
and applied 8 iterations and 6 angles per subset with compensation for
attenuation and scatter (22). The second reconstruction (ASR-8), used
for visual inspection, also included distance-dependent resolution
compensation. The third reconstruction (ASR-40) was used for imagebased quantiﬁcation, with 40 iterations and 6 angles per subset and
compensations for attenuation, scatter, and resolution. All SPECT
images were calibrated to reﬂect the activity per voxel by application
of a calibration factor from measurements in air (23). Absorbed-doserate maps were calculated from the SPECT images (ASR-40) using a
voxel-based Monte Carlo program based on the EGS4 code with the
PRESTA (23,24).
Recovery coefﬁcients (RCs) were determined by phantom measurements of an elliptic water-ﬁlled Jaszczak phantom with 12 spheric
inserts with 177Lu-DOTATATE with volumes of 3.9–93 mL. Four
spheres were from a commercial vendor, whereas 8 spheres were 3Dprinted by fused ﬁlament fabrication. Images were acquired for 1–3
spheres at a time using the same acquisition settings as for patients
and reconstructed as ASR-40. The RC was calculated as the ratio of
the sphere activity estimated from images and the activity from
phantom preparation, and a function of the RC versus volume was
ﬁtted (21).
Image Analysis

Tumors were delineated in the SPECT images using a semiautomatic
3-dimensional segmentation method based on Fourier surfaces (21). Initialization was done by manual delineation of volumes of interest
(VOIs) that roughly encompassed the tumor, using the ASR-8 SPECT
image for guidance. A closed surface was adapted to the tumor boundary as represented by high image gradients in the AS-8 SPECT images,
which has been shown to preserve volume well (21). The VOI was
applied in the ASR-40 images, and the mean activity concentration was
calculated. The mean absorbed-dose rate was determined by applying
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the same VOI in the absorbed-dose-rate maps. The RC for the VOI volume was applied to both the activity concentration and the absorbeddose rate.
Planar images were analyzed by identifying the tumors using an
in-house graphic user-interface. Segmentation was performed using a
semiautomatic method (20), which, when applied in the time sequence
of images, yielded tumor-speciﬁc time–activity data (in relative units).
Absorbed-dose rate as a function of time was determined by rescaling
the planar-derived data to the SPECT-derived absorbed-dose rate on
day 1. A curve was ﬁtted, consisting of a monoexponential function
for the last 3 data points and a quadratic function for the early phase
(20). The AD was obtained by analytic integration of the absorbeddose rate.
The SPECT VOIs and planar regions of interest were veriﬁed by
the responsible oncologists using diagnostic images, such as contrastenhanced CT or MRI. In a few cases, the VOIs and regions of
interest were adjusted or redelineated, using the Otsu method (25) or a
manually selected threshold. Veriﬁcation also aimed at ensuring that
the planar-derived data fulﬁlled the validity criteria described previously (20).
To make image-derived quantities consistent for statistical analysis,
the ADs, absorbed-dose rates, and activity concentrations were recalculated to a nominal administered activity of 7.4 GBq. The absorbeddose rates and activity concentrations were also adjusted to a reference
time point, set to the average time point of all SPECT/CT images
acquired on day 1 (21.7 6 1.5 h). This adjustment was based on the
effective half-time for the individual tumor or, if unavailable, the
mean half-time for other tumors within the same patient or else across
all patients. Different exclusion criteria were set for the analyses of
different quantities. A volume cutoff of 8 cm3 was applied to avoid
the bias observed for small volumes (21). For the AD and effective
half-time, tumors that suffered from substantial superposition of activity in the planar images were excluded (20). An additional criterion
was set for the effective half-time, to exclude cycles in which, for
practical reasons, not all 4 planar images were acquired.
Different alternatives for simplifying the dosimetry process were
evaluated in terms of how well the cumulative AD across all cycles
could be estimated. As a reference, tumors that met the selection criteria for all cycles were identiﬁed and the cumulative ADs determined.
These were compared with the cumulative ADs when assuming a
constant AD estimated from the ﬁrst cycle (A), using a constant halftime estimated from the ﬁrst cycle (B), or using grade-speciﬁc mean
half-time (C). Both B and C were combined with a cycle-speciﬁc estimate of the absorbed-dose rate, assuming monoexponential washout.
The possibility of using the ﬁtted linear mixed-effect model (LMM)
for interpolation of missing cycle data was also explored (D) and, as a
consistency check, the cumulative ADs obtained from Equation 1 (E).
Evaluation was made by means of Bland–Altman plots (Supplemental
Fig. 4).
Statistical Analysis

Changes over the treatment cycles were analyzed using an LMM in
R, version 4.0.2 (26, 27). Dependent variables were the AD, the
absorbed-dose rate on day 1, the activity concentration on day 1, the
effective half-time, and the tumor volume. The model was
!
&
Qðn, gÞi,j 5 exp q1 1q2 " g1n " ðk1 1k2 " gÞ1Dqi 1Dki " n1 Dqi,j 1Dki,j " n

Eq. 1
where n was the cycle number, g the grade status for the patient (G1,
g50; G2, g51), and Qðn, gÞi,j the dependent variable for tumor j in
patient i. Parameters q1 and q2 described the global intercepts—and k1
and k2 the mean rates of change with respect to the cycle number—for
G1 and G2. These parameters were treated as ﬁxed effects. Parameters
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FIGURE 2. Measured RCs and ﬁtted curve.

FIGURE 1. VOIs for cycle 1 (A and C) and cycle 4 (B and D) for 1 G1
NET patient (A and B) and 1 G2 NET patient (C and D). SPECT images are
shown as maximum-intensity projections overlaid on high-pass-ﬁltered
maximum-intensity projections of CT.

Dqi , Dki , Dqi,j , and Dki,j constituted the random effects, where Dqi and
Dki described the patient-speciﬁc differences from the global
intercepts and rates of change, whereas Dqi,j and Dki,j described the
tumor-speciﬁc differences from the sum of the ﬁxed effects and the
patient-speciﬁc random effects. The 95% CIs for the rates of change
and the difference between G1 and G2 were also derived (28).
The mean value across all cycles was calculated using a second
LMM. This was constructed by omitting the cycle-dependent terms in
Equation 1, according to
!
QðgÞ5q
1 1q2 " g1Dqi 1Dqi,j

Eq. 2

The global mean for G1 and G2 were thus q1 and ðq1 1q2 Þ, respectively. The 95% CIs were constructed using the Conﬁnt function in R.

Figure 1 shows examples of SPECT VOIs from the semiautomatic segmentation that in most cases yielded results consistent
with image data (21). The RC curve is shown in Figure 2. The
in-house–manufactured spheres provided a relevant volume range
with respect to partial-volume correction.
Figure 3 summarizes the AD per cycle, its variability, and how
the variability is decomposed over cycles for individual tumors,
between tumors, and between patients. The tumor AD ranged
between 2 and 77 Gy, and there was substantial variation
both between cycles and between tumors. The median AD for G1
patients was 21 Gy (ﬁrst and third quartiles, 13 and 41; range,
3.5–66 Gy) (rightmost panel). For G2 patients, the median was
13 Gy (ﬁrst and third quartiles, 7.4 and 24; range, 4.7 to 32 Gy).
The overall difference between G1 and G2 was caused mainly by
a more pronounced AD decrease over the cycles for G2 (Fig. 4).
Calculated across all tumors, for G1, the medians for cycles 1–5
were 33, 33, 30, 26, and 28 Gy, respectively, and 24 Gy for 6

RESULTS

Of the G1 patients (n 5 23), the primarytumor origin was pancreas (n 5 1), small
intestine or right colon (n 5 20), and lung
(n 5 2). For G2 patients (n 5 18), it was
pancreas (n 5 7), small intestine or right
colon (n 5 9), lung (n 5 1), and unknown
(n 5 1).
Altogether, dosimetry was performed for
182 tumors in 41 patients given between 2
and 9 treatment cycles, resulting in 880
AD assessments. Of these, the criterion for
activity concentration and absorbed-dose
rate analysis was fulﬁlled for 500 data
points, representing 138 tumors in 40
patients. From these, 404 fulﬁlled the criteria for AD estimation, representing 109
tumors in 39 patients. The criteria for the
effective half-time were fulﬁlled in 301
cases, representing 104 tumors in 39
patients. As a result of the inclusion criteria, not every patient and tumor was represented at every cycle.

FIGURE 3. Dispersion of AD per 7.4 GBq to tumors over cycles (left), within patients (middle), and
between patients (right) for G1 NETs (red) and G2 NETs (blue). In tumor graph, dots represent
median AD over cycles for each tumor, and whiskers are minimum and maximum AD. In patient
graph, dots represent median AD of medians for tumors, and whiskers are minimum and maximum
median AD. All-patients graph is box plot of median, ﬁrst and third quartiles, and minimum and maximum of median ADs for patients.
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FIGURE 5. AD as function of cycle number (circles) for 2 patients, with
G1 NET (3 tumors, A) and G2 NET (2 tumors, B). Solid curves show ﬁxed
effects combined with patient-speciﬁc random effects, each including
intercept and rate constant (Eq. 1). Dashed curves are tumor-speciﬁc
curves, obtained as sum of ﬁxed effects and patient- and tumor-speciﬁc
random effects.
FIGURE 4. AD as function of cycle for G1 NETs (left) and G2 NETs (right)
across all patients and all tumors. Whiskers indicate 5th and 95th percentiles. At bottom, numbers of tumors and patients are indicated beneath
each box.

cycles or more. For G2, medians for cycles 1–5 were 27, 23, 15,
12, 8 Gy, respectively, and 6 Gy for 6 cycles or more.
Figure 5 shows examples of the AD evolution for individual
tumors over treatment cycles and how the LMM (Eq. 1) decomposes the intercepts and rates of change with respect to the individual patient and tumor. The ﬁxed-effect intercepts over all
patients and tumors for G1 (expðq1 Þ) and G2 (exp ðq1 1q2 Þ ) were
24.6 and 19.4 Gy, respectively, and were not signiﬁcantly different
(P 5 0.3). The changes between consecutive cycles are summarized in Table 1. On average, the AD rate of change for G2 was
20.15, corresponding to a 14% decrease between consecutive
cycles. For G1, the decrease was less pronounced, with a mean
rate of change of 20.06, or a 6% decrease between cycles, and the
upper limit of the 95% CI was near zero. The AD changes of G1
and G2 were signiﬁcantly different.
The activity concentration exhibited a decrease similar to the AD
(Fig. 6), as did the absorbed-dose rate (Table 1). The median
absorbed-dose rates for G1 were 187, 175, 163, 136, 133, and

127 mGy/h for cycles 1–5 and for 6 cycles or more, respectively,
whereas for G2 they were 184, 167, 125, 87, 58, and 50 mGy/h.
The decreased AD over the cycles was thus associated with a
decreased absorbed-dose rate, in turn governed by a decreasing
activity concentration. The tumor volumes did not change for
G1, whereas for G2 a per-cycle decrease of 6% was observed
(Table 1). The ﬁxed-effect intercepts were 20 cm3 and 16 cm3 for
G1 and G2 patients, respectively, and were not signiﬁcantly different (P 5 0.4). The distributions of all tumor volumes at cycle 1 are
shown in Supplemental Fig. A2. For the effective half-time, a cycledependent change was not observed (Table 1; Fig. 6). The averages
over all patients, all cycles, and all tumors (Eq. 2) were 103 h for
G1 (95% CI, 96–109 h) and 81 h (95% CI, 73–90 h) for G2. The
difference between G1 and G2 was signiﬁcant (P , 0.001).
The cumulative ADs obtained using complete dosimetry and
the simpliﬁcation alternatives are shown in Table 2 and Supplemental Fig. 3. The median cumulative AD was 137 Gy (range,
33–403 Gy) for G1 and 80 Gy (range, 11–211 Gy) for G2. The
assumption of a constant effective half-time across cycles yielded
a negligible systematic deviation both when estimated from the
ﬁrst cycle (B) and as the grade-speciﬁc cohort means (C), whereas

TABLE 1
Fixed-Effect Percentage Change from Previous Cycle
Change (% from previous cycle)
G1

G2

Dependent variable

Mean

95% CI

Mean

95% CI

P (G1 vs. G2)

Activity concentration (MBq/mL)

26.1

211 to 20.89

214

220 to 28.4

0.04

Absorbed-dose rate (mGy/h)

26.2

211 to 20.93

214

220 to 28.3

0.04

Effective half-time (h)

20.69

22.1 to 0.77

21.2

Volume (cm3)

21.1

25.0 to 3.0

26.4

211 to 21.4

0.1

AD (Gy)

25.7

214

220 to 27.9

0.04

211 to 20.12

23.4 to 1.1

0.7

Data are calculated from rates of change from the LMM, such that for G1, change 5 exp ðk1 Þ21, and for G2, change 5 exp ðk1 1k2 Þ21,
with k1 and k2 as in Eq.1.
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This is also consistent with the published
relationships between tumor shrinkage and
cumulative AD at the time of best response,
which required a longer follow-up time for
small-intestinal NETs than for pancreatic
NETs, which generally have a higher Ki-67
(8,9,11).
The effective half-times are not observed to change over the treatment cycles
and are in rather narrow ranges, with signiﬁcantly shorter half-times for G2 than G1.
The lower ability to retain 177Lu-DOTATATE for G2 NETs could be associated
with tumor-cell necrosis, recruitment of
immune cells, and washout via the lymphatic system (29,30). The limited variaFIGURE 6. Activity concentration (A) and effective half-time (B) as functions of cycle number for
tion in the effective half-times opens the
G1 and G2 NETs across all patients and all tumors. At bottom, numbers of tumors and patients are
indicated beneath each box. For activity concentration in G1, 2 outliers at cycle 1 (6.8 and 7.5 MBq/
possibility of simplifying the dosimetry
mL) are excluded.
method by estimating the tumor-speciﬁc
effective half-time for the ﬁrst cycle and
the limits of agreement were wider when using the population then assuming an equal half-time for remaining cycles. The amplimeans. Assuming a constant AD across cycles (A) yielded the larg- tude of the curve will still need to be estimated for each cycle but
est deviations among the alternatives. The modest deviations requires only 1 SPECT/CT examination.
obtained using Equation 1 (E) conﬁrmed the ﬁt of the LMM to data.
A limitation in this study is that image segmentation and estimation of the tumor volume are based on SPECT, thereby making
DISCUSSION
the VOI deﬁnition dependent on the activity distribution. The lowWe have found that when 177Lu-DOTATATE is given with a dose CT acquired as part of SPECT/CT does not provide sufﬁcient
ﬁxed activity in repeated cycles, the tumor AD decreases over the quality for tumor identiﬁcation, and the alternative would be to
course of treatment, especially for G2 NETs. This decrease is use contrast-enhanced CT and coregistration of the SPECT image.
caused by a decreasing activity uptake in the tumors. We have However, coregistration is known to introduce undesired interpolaalso found that there is a large variability in tumor ADs, both tion effects, and in view of the comparably small and differently
between cycles for individual tumors and within and between located tumors, this approach was not considered feasible. The
3
patients. This is an important observation for dosimetry-based volume cutoff of 8 cm was applied to avoid negative bias in the
treatment planning with the objective of reaching a minimum activity concentration for smaller volumes (21). Another limitation
cumulative AD to tumors since it may be difﬁcult to decide which is the use of planar imaging for assessing the effective half-time.
In previous studies, we have found good agreement with SPECTtumor AD should guide treatment.
The observed decline in activity uptake and volume for G2 may derived data for tumors without a substantial activity overlap in
be consistent with the development of radiation-induced stroma the planar images (20).
LMMs are suitable for analysis of data that have complex
and ﬁbrosis observed in pancreatic NETs (29). For G1, the
declines are less pronounced, as could possibly be related to the covariance structures, including longitudinal and hierarchical data.
rate of cell necrosis (2). A low Ki-67 index means that a higher For this study, the rates of change are based on repeated measureproportion of cells are in the G0 phase of the cell cycle, and the ments with variance components both between patients and
progression to cell death may thus be slower for G1 than G2 NETs. between tumors in the same patient. Technically, a linear function
TABLE 2
Relative Difference in Cumulative AD for 65 Individual Tumors over 2–9 Cycles When Introducing Simpliﬁcations to
Dosimetry Protocol, When Using LMM to Interpolate Missing Cycle Data, and When Using Complete LMM
Alternative

Description

Mean (%)

A

Simpliﬁcation using constant AD/cycle, from ﬁrst cycle

B

Simpliﬁcation using constant effective half-time, from ﬁrst cycle

0.43

13

C

Simpliﬁcation using constant effective half-time, global means (G1, 103 h; G2, 81 h)

0.01

31

D

Interpolation, LMM intercept patient- and tumor-effective half-time (Eq. 2)

E

Complete LMM for effective half-time or AD (Eq. 1)

15

Limits of
agreement (%)
55

1.6

7.9

21.0

3.3

Relative difference is calculated as (AD simpliﬁed protocol/AD complete dosimetry – 1). Limits of agreement are derived from
Bland–Altman plots (Supplemental Fig. A4).
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KEY POINTS
QUESTION: Does the tumor AD change over treatment cycles in
therapy of NETs with 177Lu-DOTATATE?
PERTINENT FINDINGS: An exploratory analysis of 41 patients
showed a decrease in tumor ADs by 6% per cycle for G1 tumors
and 14% per cycle for G2 tumors, both statistically signiﬁcant.
The per-cycle decrease was caused by a lower activity uptake in
the tumors and a decreasing volume, whereas the effective halftimes were less variable.

FIGURE 7. Ratio of AD to tumor and kidneys (mean left and right) for G1
and G2 NETs.

is ﬁtted to the logarithm of the data (Eq. 1), thereby assuming an
exponential relationship between the dependent variable and cycle
number. We deemed a multiplicative change (e.g., 210% per
cycle) to be more appropriate than an additive change (e.g., 3 Gy
per cycle).
For future treatment optimization, the ADs to healthy tissues
also need consideration. On the basis of previously reported renal
dosimetry data (18,31), we calculated tumor-to-kidney AD ratios
as a function of cycle (Fig. 7), obtaining values of between 0.33
and 17. For consistency, the rate of change in the kidney AD was
also analyzed by omitting the tumor-speciﬁc terms in Equation 1,
giving 95% CIs that covered zero for both G1 and G2. The
decreasing tumor-to-kidney ratio, observed mainly for G2, is thus
governed by the decreasing tumor AD. These results raise the
question of whether it would be more beneﬁcial to administer
fewer cycles with a higher activity for G2. However, the speciﬁcs
of such a protocol would require detailed consideration of the
tumor-to-kidney AD ratios, as well as the risk of hematologic and
pituitary toxicity (4,7,16,32).
CONCLUSION

The tumor AD decreases between cycles in 177Lu-DOTATATE
treatment. The trend is more pronounced for G2 NETs than for G1
NETs and is governed mainly by a decreased activity uptake. G2
NETs also exhibit a decreasing volume over the cycles. The effective half-times do not demonstrate a systematic trend but are, on
average, lower for G2 than G1 NETs. These results have implications for the design of alternative administration schemes and
dosimetry protocols in 177Lu-DOTATATE treatment.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR PATIENT CARE: The results have implications for the design of future administration protocols and for
the implementation of tumor dosimetry for 177Lu-DOTATATE
therapy.
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Intraarterial Administration Boosts 177Lu-HA-DOTATATE
Accumulation in Salvage Meningioma Patients
Evert-Jan P.A. Vonken1, Rutger C.G. Bruijnen1, Tom J. Snijders2, Tatjana Seute2, Marnix G.E.H. Lam1, Bart de Keizer1,
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Intravenous 177Lu-high-afﬁnity (HA)-DOTATATE has shown promising
results for the treatment of surgery- and radiotherapy-refractory
meningiomas. We aimed to investigate the added value of intraarterial
administration. Methods: Patients underwent at least 1 intravenous
177
Lu-HA-DOTATATE treatment ﬁrst and subsequent intraarterial
cycles. Inpatient and intrapatient comparison was based on posttreatment 177Lu-HA-DOTATATE imaging 24 h after injection. The technical
success rate and adverse events were recorded. Results: Four
patients provided informed consent. The technical success rate was
100%, and no angiography-related or unexpected adverse events
occurred. Intrapatient comparison showed an increased target lesion
accumulation on both planar imaging (mean, 1220%) and SPECT/CT
(mean, 1398%) after intraarterial administration, compared with intravenous administration. No unexpected adverse events occurred during follow-up. Conclusion: Intraarterial peptide receptor radionuclide
therapy signiﬁcantly increases tracer accumulation and is a safe and
promising improvement for salvage meningioma patients. Future prospective studies on intraarterial peptide receptor radionuclide therapy
are needed to determine the gain in efﬁcacy and survival.
Key Words: meningioma; PRRT; intraarterial; somatostatin receptor

M

eningiomas refractory to surgery and external-beam radiation are difﬁcult to treat. The reported outcomes of a wide range of
systemic treatments in this end-stage setting are poor, and
progression-free survival rates are rather limited (1). Somatostatin
receptor is overexpressed in meningiomas and is one of the most
speciﬁc immunohistochemical markers (2). In recent years, promising results for peptide receptor radionuclide therapy (PRRT) with
either 177Lu- or 90Y-labeled compounds in salvage meningioma
have been reported, and its potential was recently recognized in the
European Association of Neuro-Oncology guidelines on meningioma (3). The number of studies conducted on PRRT in meningioma
is limited and far less than for neuroendocrine neoplasms (NENs)
(4). Intraarterial administration of 177Lu-HA-DOTATATE may
beneﬁt meningioma patients, as it might result in higher tumor
uptake, as previously shown in NENs (5,6). This article reports the
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MATERIALS AND METHODS
Patient Population

The institutional medical ethics committee approved this retrospective study, and the requirement to obtain informed consent was
waived. All historically referred meningioma patients were included in
this retrospective analysis, and only patients treated intraarterially
were included. Screening of patients included clinical assessment,
laboratory examinations, and 68Ga-DOTATOC PET/CT (Somakit;
Advanced Accelerator Applications) to assess the sufﬁciency of tracer
accumulation, in line with current guidelines (7). Treatment with four
7,400-MBq cycles of 177Lu-high-afﬁnity (HA)-DOTATATE (Scintomics) was planned for all patients. At 4–5 wk after each cycle,
patients returned to the outpatient clinic for physical examination and
laboratory testing. Baseline and follow-up toxicity was recorded
according to the Common Terminology Criteria for Adverse Events,
version 5 (8).
Procedures
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preliminary results for an intrapatient comparison of intravenous
versus intraarterial treatment of salvage meningioma patients.
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The ﬁrst treatment cycle was always intravenous, and if logistically
possible, subsequent cycles were administered intraarterially. A diagnostic angiogram was performed to identify the tumor-feeding vessel
(TFV). If there were multiple TFVs, a single more proximal injection
was chosen to cover all TFVs. A single injection position was preferred
to avoid microcatheter manipulation and contamination of the angiography suite. In case of multifocal disease, the lesion causing the most
complaints was selectively treated (deﬁned as the target lesion). The
production and administration methods for 177Lu-HA-DOTATATE
have been previously reported (9). The technical success rate and
adverse events related to the angiography procedure were registered.
Image Analysis

In line with standard clinical care, posttreatment scintigraphy was
performed 24 h after injection. On planar and SPECT/CT imaging, target-to-background ratios were compared between the intravenous and
intraarterial cycles. On planar imaging, a background region of interest
was drawn in the right hemithorax (diameter 7 cm) for comparison
with the lesional region of interest. On SPECT/CT, a background volume of interest was placed in the contralateral neck muscles for comparison with the lesion volume of interest (40% threshold of the
maximum pixel value). All regions and volumes of interest were copied to the corresponding images of subsequent treatment cycles. The
percentage difference was calculated by dividing the intraarterial target-to-background ratio by the intravenous target-to-background ratio
and multiplying by 100. Response was based on target lesions
and deﬁned according to Response Assessment in Neuro-Oncology
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TABLE 1
Baseline Characteristics
Characteristic

analysis. Baseline and treatment characteristics are shown in Table 1.
The ﬁrst patient was published previously (5). All patients had histopathologic conﬁrmation on the primary resection specimen or an
additional biopsy specimen and had progressive disease on MRI
before therapy. At baseline, no hematologic or biochemical abnormalities were present, and tumor-related complaints varied (Table 1).

Data

Age (y)

57 (44–66)

Localization* (main complaint)
Temporal (epilepsy)

2

Falx (nausea)

1

Optic meningioma
(proptosis-induced pain)

1

Angiography Procedures

The technical success rate of intraarterial administration was
100%. A single TFV could be identiﬁed in 3 patients and multiple
TFVs in 1 patient (proximal injection position, external carotid
artery). No administration difﬁculties and no contamination of the
angiography suite occurred.

Previous treatments
Surgical resection

4

External-beam radiation therapy

4

Temozolomide

1

Unifocal/multifocal

Image Analysis and Efficacy

2/2

Histopathology WHO grade
1

0

2

3

3

1

Median number of treatment cycles

4 (3–4)

Intravenous

2 (1–2)

Intraarterial

2 (1–3)

Median activity per cycle (MBq)

7,338 (3,668†–7,637)

Median interval per cycle (wk)

6.3 (5.7–10)

*Largest or most symptomatic lesion only.
†
Final cycle of 1 patient was delayed out of precaution because
of grade 3 leukopenia, with activity reduction of 50%.
Qualitative data are number; continuous data are median and
range.

Intrapatient comparison between cycles showed increased accumulation in the target lesion on both planar imaging (mean,
1220%) and SPECT/CT (mean, 1398%) (Table 2). In patients
with multifocal disease, inpatient comparison at a single time point
was possible, and a clear distinction could be made between intraarterially and intravenously treated lesions (Fig. 1).
One World Health Organization (WHO) grade 3 meningioma
patient had progressive disease clinically and on imaging during
treatment, and therapy was terminated earlier (after 3 cycles; 2
intravenous and 1 intraarterial). The patient died 6 mo after initiation of 177Lu-HA-DOTATATE therapy. The remaining 3 patients
with a WHO grade 2 meningioma completed all 4 treatment
cycles: 1 had a partial response and 2 had stable disease according
to Response Assessment in Neuro-Oncology Criteria. The baseline
clinical complaints of the 3 WHO grade 2 meningioma patients
improved after treatment (Fig. 1). Median follow-up was 1.7 y
(range, 1–3 y). One of these patients had an additional surgical
resection (1 y after treatment), and disease in the others continued
to be controlled. No other additional therapies have been initiated.
Toxicity

Criteria on gadolinium-enhanced MRI (10) and SUVpeak measurements on 68Ga-DOTATOC PET, both acquired 2 mo after treatment.
RESULTS
Patients

Up to July 2020, 7 patients were referred, of whom 4 patients
received intraarterial 177Lu-HA-DOTATATE after initial intravenous
177
Lu-HA-DOTATATE. These 4 patients were treated between
March 2018 and September 2020 and were included in the current

No signiﬁcant clinical or biochemical toxicities were reported
(Common Terminology Criteria for Adverse Events grade $ 3;
Table 3). Signiﬁcant hematologic toxicity was limited to 1 patient,
experiencing an isolated grade 3 leukopenia. No unexpected or
angiography-related adverse events occurred.
DISCUSSION

Our preliminary results show a clear increase in 177Lu-HADOTATATE accumulation after intraarterial administration
(1398% on SPECT/CT), compared with intravenous administration

TABLE 2
Imaging Analysis Results
Response assessment
Maximum diameter on MRI (mm)
SUVpeak on

68

Ga-DOTATOC PET

Baseline
24 (19–32)
6.33 (5.13–8.81)

After therapy

Mean change

21 (15–45)
7.1 (2.4–8.7)*

Posttreatment imaging assessment (n 5 15)
Planar target-to-background ratio
SPECT/CT target-to-background ratio

1.7 (1.4–2.5) (intravenous)

3.7 (2.8–5.2) (intraarterial)

1220%

15.0 (12.7–18.6) (intravenous)

59.8 (40.5–82.0) (intraarterial)

1398%

*Not available in the single progressive patient.
Data are median and range.
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algorithm over another is lacking. Our used
treatment algorithm was based on experience with PRRT in NEN but not proven for
meningiomas (11). Unfortunately, as in
many other studies, dosimetric analysis
with multiple-time-point imaging was
unavailable in our cohort. The current
European Association of Neuro-Oncology
guideline does not give any direction on
FIGURE 1. (A) Pretreatment 68Ga-DOTATOC PET fused with MRI showing multiple meningiomas,
how to perform PRRT in salvage meningiespecially bilateral optic meningiomas, causing blindness and proptosis-induced pain complaints.
oma and only recommends that it be used
Posttreatment 177Lu-HA-DOTATATE planar image after intravenous (B) and intraarterial (C) treatment
for WHO grade 3 tumors, which seems
showing clearly increased accumulation in right optical meningioma (arrow) by intraarterial treatment,
compared to the contralateral optical meningioma (treated by second pass). (D) Corresponding digital
contradictory to the evidence (3,4). As no
subtraction angiography of intraarterial administration. Patient had stable disease on imaging, and
distinct guideline based on evidence exists,
proptosis-induced pain complaints subsided.
the preferred treatment algorithm, proper
patient selection on pretreatment PET/CT,
in an intrapatient comparison. How these results translate to and potential dosimetric thresholds of PRRT in meningiomas
improved survival or a higher number of objective response rates remain unknown and an open ﬁeld of research.
remains to be seen and should be an aim of future prospective studLiterature on intraarterial PRRT in neurooncology is sparse. To
ies on PRRT in meningioma.
our knowledge, only 1 recent publication describes the intrapatient
A recent metaanalysis by Mirian et al. conﬁrmed durable disease comparison of intravenous versus intraarterial 68Ga-DOTATATE
control rates, a limited toxicity proﬁle, and long progression-free sur- in meningioma (n 5 4), showing a 2- to 5-fold increase in tumor
vival rates on different kinds of therapeutic somatostatin uptake (12). Outside the scope of meningioma, a study in 2002
receptor–targeted radiopharmaceuticals in salvage meningioma already reported results on intraarterial 90Y-lanreotide in 6 astrocypatients (4). A pooled analysis of 111 patients showed a 6- and tomas and 1 histiocytoma (13). Even though the results of these 2
12-mo progression-free survival of 61% and 53%, respectively, for previous reports and our ﬁndings are in line with previous results
the entire analyzed group. The poorer outcome of WHO grade 3 on intraarterial PRRT in NENs, it is a difﬁcult comparison, as
meningioma patients was consistent in all publications (6-mo NENs are a completely different entity and the treated organ (brain
progression-free survival of 94%, 48%, 0% for WHO grade 1, 2, vs. liver) differs in arterial vascularization. Nonetheless, increased
and 3, respectively). Objective response rates, however, are still far uptake of different radiopharmaceuticals after intraarterial adminfrom promising, at just 2%. However, as the authors describe, many istration seems to be present in NENs (6). However, more
unknowns exist in treating meningiomas with PRRT. A wide variety recently, Lawhn-Heath et al. published the direct opposite (14).
of total administered activities was used (1.7–29.8 GBq in 1–6 The imaging analysis was based on the surrogate of 68Ga-DOTAcycles), and application was either as a monotherapy or concurrent TOC, comparing intravenous and intraarterial administration,
with EBRT. However, compelling evidence of one treatment with the intraarterial 68Ga-DOTATOC being simultaneously
administered with a single intraarterial cycle of 90Y-DOTATOC.
Interestingly, intraarterial administration lead to a lower SUVmax
TABLE 3
overall—not only in extrahepatic tumor deposition (median ratio,
Reported Adverse Events During the Whole Treatment, by
0.73), for which one might expect this to occur, but also in hepatic
Common Terminology Criteria for Adverse Events Grade
tumor deposition (median ratio, 0.90) (14). One possible explana(Version 5)
tion for their results may be the interference of radiopharmaceuticals during simultaneous infusion, thus making their results
Event
Grade 1
Grade 2
Grade 3
difﬁcult to interpret. Currently, 2 other trials are ongoing to deﬁne
the added beneﬁt of intraarterial over intravenous administration, and
Clinical
with multiple cycles instead of just one ((15) and NCT04544098),
Nausea
1
hopefully providing deﬁnite answers.
Fatigue
3
The presented data will be used to initiate a new prospective
study to determine the clinical beneﬁt of intraarterial PRRT and its
Hair loss
1
effect on objective response and survival in salvage meningioma.
Hematologic*
Anemia

2

Leukopenia

2

CONCLUSION

1

Intraarterial PRRT signiﬁcantly increases tracer accumulation,
providing a safe and promising improvement for salvage meningioma patients. Future prospective studies on intraarterial PRRT in
meningioma are needed.

Biochemical*
AST

1

ALT

2

DISCLOSURE

*Other laboratory investigations did not show any toxicity
during follow-up.
ALT 5 alanine aminotransferase; AST 5 aspartate
transaminase.
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KEY POINTS
QUESTION: Does intraarterial administration increase 177Lu-HADOTATATE uptake in meningioma?
PERTINENT FINDINGS: This retrospective, intrapatient comparison shows that intraarterial administration results in a mean 4-fold
increase in tumor uptake, without additional side effects.
IMPLICATIONS FOR PATIENT CARE: Efﬁcacy of 177Lu-HADOTATATE in meningioma may be improved by intraarterial
administration.
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We analyzed real-world clinical outcomes of sequential a-/b-emitter
therapy for metastatic castration-resistant prostate cancer (mCRPC).
Methods: We assessed safety and overall survival in 26 patients
who received 177Lu-prostate-speciﬁc membrane antigen ligand
(177Lu-PSMA) after 223Ra in the ongoing noninterventional REASSURE
study (223Ra a-Emitter Agent in Nonintervention Safety Study in
mCRPC Population for Long-Term Evaluation; NCT02141438).
Results: Patients received 223Ra for a median of 6 injections and subsequent 177Lu-PSMA for a median of 3.5 mo ($ the fourth therapy in
69%). The median time between 223Ra and 177Lu-PSMA treatment
was 8 mo (range, 1–31 mo). Grade 3 hematologic events occurred in 9
of 26 patients (during or after 177Lu-PSMA treatment in 5/9 patients;
8/9 patients had also received docetaxel). Median overall survival was
28.0 mo from the 223Ra start and 13.2 mo from the 177Lu-PSMA start.
Conclusion: Although the small sample size precludes deﬁnitive conclusions, these preliminary data, especially the 177Lu-PSMA treatment
duration, suggest that the use of 177Lu-PSMA after 223Ra is feasible in
this real-world setting.
Key Words: 177Lu-prostate-speciﬁc membrane antigen; metastatic
castration-resistant prostate cancer; 223Ra; real-world evidence;
treatment sequence
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men with metastatic castration-resistant prostate cancer (mCRPC)
in the phase 3 ALSYMPCA trial (1). 177Lu-prostate-speciﬁc
membrane antigen ligand (177Lu-PSMA) is an investigational
b-emitting radioligand with accumulating evidence of clinical
efﬁcacy and acceptable toxicity in men with advanced-stage
mCRPC (2–5).
Early experience in patients who have received both 223Ra and
177
Lu-PSMA indicates tolerable safety and therapeutic response
with this sequence (6–8). We sought to add to the evidence base
on sequential a-/b-emitting therapy, using data from participants
in an ongoing global, prospective, observational study of 223Ra
who received subsequent 177Lu-PSMA.
MATERIALS AND METHODS

Patients with mCRPC involving bone and who were scheduled to
receive 223Ra in clinical practice were included in REASSURE (223Ra
a-Emitter Agent in Nonintervention Safety Study in mCRPC Population for Long-Term Evaluation; NCT02141438). Primary outcomes
included short-term and long-term safety. Methods and results from a
previous interim analysis have been reported (9). This paper is based
on the second prespeciﬁed interim analysis (data cutoff, March 20,
2019).
Disease characteristics, adverse events after 223Ra treatment, and
overall survival are described for patients who received the experimental drug 177Lu-PSMA in compassionate-use or investigational settings after 223Ra. Treatment-emergent serious adverse events and
drug-related adverse events were recorded during 223Ra treatment or
up to 30 d after the last 223Ra dose. Grade 3 or 4 hematologic adverse
events were systematically collected up to 6 mo after 223Ra; neutropenic fever or hemorrhage were recorded in patients with subsequent
chemotherapy up to 6 mo after the last dose of chemotherapy. Drugrelated serious adverse events continued to be recorded until the
end of follow-up (maximum, 7 y). Adverse events during and after
177
Lu-PSMA therapy were not systematically recorded unless they
met the above criteria.
The study conduct complied with the requirements of the European
Medicines Agency, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration,
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RESULTS

Twenty-six patients in the United States,
Germany, Austria, Italy, and Israel received
177
Lu-PSMA after 223Ra. Their median age
was 67 y, 96% (25/26) had an Eastern
Cooperative Oncology Group performance
status of 0 or 1, and 54% (13/24 with baseline scans) had more than 20 lesions at baseline (Table 1).

14
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Abiraterone
Enzalutamide
Cabazitaxel

12
10

Patients treated

applicable local laws and regulations, and
International Conference on Harmonization
good-clinical-practice guidance. Participants
provided written informed consent, and ethics
committee or institutional review board approvals were obtained according to local laws in
participating countries.
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FIGURE 1. Anticancer therapies administered before 177Lu–PSMA. All patients received 223Ra.

TABLE 1
Baseline Disease Characteristics
Time point
Initial diagnosis

Characteristic

Finding

Gleason score

#6

3 (12)

7

9 (35)

Stage (American Joint Committee
on Cancer criteria)

Data

8–10

12 (46)

Unknown

2 (8)

I

5 (19)

IIB

1 (4)

III

3 (12)

IV

13 (50)

Missing
Start of 223Ra
therapy

4 (15)

Time from diagnosis of mCRPC
(mo)

20 (6–48)

Time from diagnosis of bone
metastases (mo)

23 (3–40)

Extent of disease*

,6 lesions

2 (8)

6–20 lesions

7 (29)

.20 lesions

11 (46)

Superscan

2 (8)

Missing

2 (8)

Unresected

11 (42)

Resected, status of residual tumor unknown

3 (12)

R0 complete resection, all margins
histologically negative

6 (23)

R1 incomplete resection, microscopic margin
involvement

5 (19)

Primary tumor status

Laboratory values

Missing

1 (4)

Prostate-speciﬁc antigen (ng/mL) (n 5 21)

127 (8–1,319)

Alkaline phosphatase (U/L) (n 5 20)

147 (45–769)

Lactate dehydrogenase (U/L) (n 5 14)

228 (112–393)

Hemoglobin (g/dL) (n 5 23)

13 (9–15)

*Baseline scan data available for 24/26 patients.
Qualitative data are number and percentage (n 5 26 unless indicated otherwise); continuous data are median and range.
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Most patients receive 177Lu-PSMA after
multiple prior systemic anticancer therapies, including 223Ra in some cases, as
recorded in the REASSURE study. This
subgroup analysis of REASSURE, which
reﬂects real-world clinical practice, adds to
the evidence for the feasibility of sequential 223Ra and 177Lu-PSMA treatment, with
a median overall survival of more than 1 y
from the start of 177Lu-PSMA therapy.
Only 3 patients had serious adverse events
related to 223Ra, and the reported (albeit
incompletely) incidence of grade 3 hematologic events was acceptable, mostly consisting of anemia, which may be partially
explained by increasing disease burden.
Furthermore, the treatment duration for
177
Lu-PSMA (median, 3.5 mo) indicates
that several patients were able to receive
multiple cycles, even though most patients
had received at least 3 prior life-prolonging
0
5
10
15
20
25
30
35
40
therapies, including taxane chemotherapy.
Time after end of 223Ra therapy (mo)
The 13-mo median overall survival in our
FIGURE 2. Time since end of 223Ra to start of 177Lu-PSMA ligand and duration of 177Lu-PSMA
analysis is consistent with a retrospective
therapy.
multicenter study in which median overall
survival from the start of 177 Lu-PSMA
Before starting 223Ra, 85% of patients (22/26) received at least 1 therapy was around 11 mo in 85 patients with prior 223Ra (7)
life-prolonging systemic anticancer therapy (Supplemental Fig. 1; and 16.4 mo in patients with 6–20 bone lesions treated with
supplemental materials are available at http://jnm.snmjournals.org), 223Ra and 177Lu-PSMA (10). In another analysis, rates of grade
including androgen receptor–targeted therapy (enzalutamide and/ 3 hematologic toxicity were low in patients with or without
or abiraterone acetate) in 65% (17/26) and docetaxel in 42% prior 223Ra therapy (anemia, 1/20 [5%] vs. 3/29 [10%]; thrombocytopenia, 1/20 [5%] vs. 2/29 [7%]) (6), a result that again
(11/26).
Before starting 177Lu-PSMA, 92% of patients (24/26) had received supports our ﬁndings, although we did not systematically
at least 2 life-prolonging therapies, 69% (18/26) had received at assess hematologic toxicity in all patients during 177Lu-PSMA
least 3 therapies, 8% (2/26) had received only 223Ra, 65% (17/26) treatment—a limitation of our study.
Additional limitations are the small sample size, reﬂecting the
had received prior docetaxel, 8% (2/26) had also received cabazitaxel between 223Ra and 177Lu-PSMA treatment, and 50% (13/26) experimental status of 177Lu-PSMA, and the lack of a randomized
had received no other life-prolonging treatment between 223Ra and control group. Because 177Lu-PSMA is still an investigational
177
agent, treatment was likely undertaken in academic settings (e.g.,
Lu-PSMA (Fig. 1; Supplemental Fig. 1).
The median number of 223Ra injections was 6 (range, 1–6); 17 university hospital cancer centers); it is therefore unknown whether
of 26 patients (65%) received 6 injections. The median time from the ﬁndings can be extrapolated to real-world community settings.
the end of 223Ra to the start of 177Lu-PSMA treatment was 8 mo
TABLE 2
(range, 1–31 mo; Fig. 2). The median duration of 177Lu-PSMA
Adverse Events During and After 223Ra Treatment
treatment was 3.5 mo (range, 0.5–21.2 mo; Fig. 2).
Fifteen patients (58%) experienced treatment-emergent drugAdverse event
Incidence (n 5 26)
related adverse events during 223Ra treatment (Table 2). Nine
Drug-related
patients (35%) had grade 3 hematologic toxicities (Table 3); 8 of 9
patients had previously received docetaxel, before (n 5 5) or after
Treatment-emergent*
15 (58%)
(n 5 3) 223Ra therapy, and 2 of 9 patients had also received cabaSerious†
3 (12%)
zitaxel after 223Ra. The hematologic toxicities developed during or
Bone-associated
events
6 (23%)
after 177Lu-PSMA treatment in 5 patients (6 events). No grade 4
Fractures
2 (8%)
hematologic events were recorded.
Bone disorders‡
4 (15%)
Median overall survival was 28.0 mo (95% CI, 19.5–32.7 mo)
from the start of 223Ra therapy and 13.2 mo (95% CI, 8.4–16.2 mo)
from the start of 177Lu-PSMA therapy.
*During 223Ra therapy and up to 30 d after last 223Ra dose.
Patients

Time from end of 223Ra to start of 177Lu-PSMA therapy
Time from start of 177Lu-PSMA dose to last recorded 177Lu-PSMA dose

†

DISCUSSION

Although 177Lu-PSMA is not yet approved for patients with
mCRPC, patients are increasingly receiving this investigational
treatment in clinical trials or compassionate-use programs.
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During 223Ra therapy and up to 7 y after last 223Ra dose.
Excluding congenital disorders and fractures, according to
Medical Dictionary for Regulatory Activities, version 21.1 (https://
www.meddra.org/).
Qualitative data are number and percentage.
‡
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TABLE 3
Grade 3 Hematologic Adverse Events After Start of 223Ra Therapy*
Incidence (n 5 26)
Patients with events†
Any

177

Overall

Starting before
Lu-PSMA treatment

Starting during or after
Lu-PSMA treatment‡

177

9 (35%)

5 (19%)

5 (19%)

Leukopenia

0

0

0

Neutropenia

0

0

0

Pancytopenia

1 (4%)

0

1 (4%)

Thrombocytopenia

3 (12%)

2 (8%)

1 (4%)

Anemia

6 (23%)

3 (12%)

4 (15%)

*No grade $4 events were recorded.
Patients may have had .1 event at different times; these patients are counted only once in “Any” row and “Overall” column.
‡
Grade 3/4 hematologic toxicity data were systematically recorded only up to 6 mo after completion of 223Ra therapy; data are
therefore not consistently available for patients who received 177Lu-PSMA after this window.
Qualitative data are number and percentage.
†

The treatment duration and overall survival after 177Lu-PSMA
initiation indicate that its use after 223Ra in heavily pretreated
mCRPC patients is feasible, but interpretation is hindered by lack
of a comparator arm, and possibly only the ﬁttest patients were
selected for 177Lu-PSMA treatment. Nevertheless, this interim
analysis of an ongoing real-world study provides clinically meaningful evidence in patients with mCRPC who successfully
received sequential a-/b-emitting treatments.

speakers’ bureau for Theragenics. Avivit Peer serves as a consultant/adviser for Pﬁzer, BMS, Roche, Eisai, MSD, Janssen, Astellas, Novartis, Medison, AstraZeneca, and Bayer. Jeffrey Meltzer,
Per Sandstr€
om, and Frank Verholen are employees of Bayer.
Daniel Song reports research funding from Bayer, Advantagene,
Bristol Myers Squibb, and BioProtect and serves as a consultant/
adviser for BioProtect. This work was supported by Bayer Healthcare Pharmaceuticals Inc., Whippany, NJ, USA. No other potential conﬂict of interest relevant to this article was reported.

CONCLUSION

In this real-world population of heavily pretreated patients with
mCRPC, a treatment sequence of targeted a-therapy with 223Ra followed by the b-emitter 177Lu-PSMA seemed feasible, based on the
duration of 177Lu-PSMA therapy, although deﬁnitive conclusions
cannot be drawn.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

David Murdoch (BSc Hons) and Sara Black (ISMPP CMPPTM),
of OPEN Health Communications, London, U.K., provided medical
writing assistance, funded by Bayer HealthCare.
KEY POINTS

DISCLOSURE

Oliver Sartor reports grants or fees from Amgen, Bayer, Sanoﬁ,
AstraZeneca, Dendreon, Constellation Pharmaceuticals, Advanced
Accelerator Applications, Endocyte, Pﬁzer, Bristol Myers Squibb,
Bavarian Nordic, EMD Serono, Astellas Pharma, Progenics, Blue
Earth Diagnostics, Merck, Invitae, Astellas, Endocyte, Myovant
Sciences, Myriad Genetics, Novartis, Clarity Pharmaceuticals,
Fusion Pharmaceuticals, Isotopen Technologien, Janssen, Noxopharm, Clovis Oncology, Taiho, Noria Therapeutics, Point Biopharma, TeneoBio, Telix Pharmaceuticals, and Theragnostics.
Christian la Foug"ere serves as a consultant/adviser for Bayer and
Sanoﬁ-Aventis. Markus Essler reports research funding from
Novartis; is a consultant/adviser for Bayer, Novartis, and Ipsen;
and receives travel expenses from Ipsen and Sirtex. Samer Ezziddin reports travel expenses from Ipsen. J€
org Ellinger serves as a
consultant for Bayer. John Sylvester reports employment at 21st
Century Oncology; research funding from Prostatak (via 21st
Century Oncology); stock in Augmenix; patents, royalties, or
other intellectual properties with Myriad; and honoraria from
Decipher and Theragenics. John Sylvester also serves as a consultant/adviser for, receives travel expenses from, and is on the
177

QUESTION: Is it feasible to treat men with mCRPC with sequential a- and b-emitting therapies?
PERTINENT FINDINGS: Subgroup analysis of a global observational study of 223Ra therapy indicated a low rate of serious
adverse events and hematologic toxicities in patients who also
received 177Lu-PSMA, and many patients were able to receive
multiple doses of 177Lu-PSMA (a marker of tolerability). This
sequence provides overall survival of more than 2 y from the initiation of 223Ra and more than 1 y from the initiation of 177Lu-PMSA,
even in heavily pretreated patients.
IMPLICATIONS FOR PATIENT CARE: Sequential use of a- and
b-emitters appears to be feasible in selected patients, on the
basis of the known safety proﬁle of 223Ra and the duration of
subsequent 177Lu-PSMA; this sequence warrants further
investigation.
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Feasibility, Biodistribution, and Preliminary Dosimetry
in Peptide-Targeted Radionuclide Therapy of Diverse
Adenocarcinomas Using 177Lu-FAP-2286:
First-in-Humans Results
Richard P. Baum*1,2, Christiane Schuchardt1, Aviral Singh1, Maythinee Chantadisai1,3, Franz C. Robiller1,
Jingjing Zhang1,4, Dirk Mueller1, Alexander Eismant1, Frankis Almaguel1,5, Dirk Zboralski6, Frank Osterkamp6,
Aileen Hoehne6, Ulrich Reineke6, Christiane Smerling6, and Harshad R. Kulkarni*1
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Fibroblast activation protein (FAP) is a promising target for diagnosis
and therapy of numerous malignant tumors. FAP-2286 is the conjugate
of a FAP-binding peptide, which can be labeled with radionuclides for
theranostic applications. We present the ﬁrst-in-humans results using
177
Lu-FAP-2286 for peptide-targeted radionuclide therapy (PTRT).
Methods: PTRT using 177Lu-FAP-2286 was performed on 11 patients
with advanced adenocarcinomas of the pancreas, breast, rectum, or
ovary after prior conﬁrmation of uptake on 68Ga-FAP-2286 or 68GaFAPI-04 PET/CT. Results: Administration of 177Lu-FAP-2286 (5.8 6
2.0 GBq; range, 2.4–9.9 GBq) was well tolerated, with no adverse
symptoms or clinically detectable pharmacologic effects being noticed
or reported in any of the patients. The whole-body effective dose was
0.07 6 0.02 Gy/GBq (range, 0.04–0.1 Gy/GBq). The mean absorbed
doses for kidneys and red marrow were 1.0 6 0.6 Gy/GBq (range,
0.4–2.0 Gy/GBq) and 0.05 6 0.02 Gy/GBq (range, 0.03–0.09 Gy/GBq),
respectively. Signiﬁcant uptake and long tumor retention of 177Lu-FAP2286 resulted in high absorbed tumor doses, such as 3.0 6 2.7 Gy/
GBq (range, 0.5–10.6 Gy/GBq) in bone metastases. No grade 4
adverse events were observed. Grade 3 events occurred in 3
patients—1 with pancytopenia, 1 with leukocytopenia, and 1 with pain
ﬂare-up; 3 patients reported a pain response. Conclusion: 177Lu-FAP2286 PTRT, applied in a broad spectrum of cancers, was relatively well
tolerated, with acceptable side effects, and demonstrated long retention of the radiopeptide. Prospective clinical studies are warranted.
Key Words: ﬁbroblast activation protein; 177Lu-FAP-2286; peptidetargeted radionuclide therapy; ﬁrst-in-humans; adenocarcinoma
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n recent years, the tumor microenvironment has gained interest
as a therapeutic target in the treatment of cancer. The tumor microenvironment can comprise a substantial part of the tumor: in pancreatic ductal carcinoma, for example, it has been reported to form
up to 80% of the tumor mass (1). Cancer-associated ﬁbroblasts are
an integral part of the tumor microenvironment and present abundantly in the stroma of tumor entities such as breast and colon cancer (2). A marker protein of cancer-associated ﬁbroblasts is
ﬁbroblast activation protein (FAP), a type II transmembrane cell
surface serine proteinase belonging to the dipeptidyl peptidase
family (3). FAP, which was discovered more than 30 y ago, is
overexpressed on the cancer-associated ﬁbroblasts of over 90% of
epithelial tumors such as breast, colorectal, lung, ovarian, and pancreatic adenocarcinomas. Since FAP expression in normal tissue is
limited, it has been identiﬁed as a pan-tumor target for the potential treatment of cancer (4). In cancer indications of mesenchymal
origin, notably sarcoma and mesothelioma, FAP is expressed on
the tumor cells in addition to cancer-associated ﬁbroblasts (5,6).
FAP expression is also present in chronic inﬂammatory diseases
such as rheumatoid arthritis and osteoarthritis, as well as during
cardiac remodeling after myocardial infarction (7,8).
The ﬁrst approach toward using FAP as a target in cancer treatment applied the monoclonal antibody sibrotuzumab and was
tested in both an unconjugated and a 131I-conjugated format for
colorectal cancer (9,10). Other approaches targeting FAP, including bispeciﬁc antibodies or antibody fragment constructs, chimeric
antigen receptor T cells, and antibody–drug conjugates, are currently being pursued, most of which are in preclinical development
or phase 1 clinical trials (6,11). Small-molecule FAP inhibitors
(FAPIs) have also been discovered (12) and conjugated with radioactivity to yield excellent imaging agents suitable for a variety of
cancer indications (13,14).
FAP-2286 comprises a peptide that potently and selectively
binds to FAP and DOTA attached via a linker (15). FAP-2286 and
its metal complexes had potent afﬁnity to human FAP protein (dissociation constant, 0.4–1.4 nM), whereas limited off-target activity
was seen against closely related family members. Labeled with the
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therapeutic b-particle–emitting radionuclide 177Lu, FAP-2286 had
potent antitumor activity in FAP-expressing HEK-293 xenografts
after a single intravenous dose (16).
Here, we report our initial experience with FAP-2286 radiolabeled with the b-particle emitter 177Lu for the treatment of patients
with advanced metastatic cancers after exhaustion of all other
treatment options.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
Patients and Regulatory Issues

Peptide-targeted radionuclide therapy (PTRT) with 177Lu-FAP2286 was administered with palliative intent, after pretherapeutic conﬁrmation of FAP expression of the metastases using 68Ga-FAP-2286
(n 5 9) or 68Ga-FAPI-04 (n 5 2) PET/CT (tumor-to-background
[liver] SUV ratios . 3, Supplemental Table 1; supplemental materials
are available at http://jnm.snmjournals.org), to 11 patients with progressive and metastatic adenocarcinoma of the pancreas (patients
1–5), breast (patients 6–9), ovary (patient 10), or rectum (patient 11).
The administration was in accordance with paragraph 37 of the
updated Declaration of Helsinki, “Unproven Interventions in Clinical
Practice,” and with the German Medical Products Act (Arzneimittelgesetz §13 2b). Patients 5 and 9 were screened using 68Ga-FAPI-04
PET/CT before therapy, whereas all the other patients were screened
by 68Ga-FAP-2286 PET/CT. The cutoff of at least 3 for tumor-to-liver
SUV ratio on screening 68Ga-FAP-2286 PET/CT was to ensure a signiﬁcant FAP expression of metastases as an essential criterion for
patient selection, also considering the low physiologic liver uptake.
PTRT was administered at Zentralklinik Bad Berka. The study was
performed in accordance with German regulations (Federal Agency
for Radiation Protection) concerning radiation safety and was
approved by the institutional review board. All patients signed a
detailed informed-consent form before undergoing the treatment and
consented to the use of their anonymized clinical data for scientiﬁc
purposes.
The patients were followed up until death or progression after initiation of PTRT. Metastases were present in the lymph node (n 5 6),
lung (n 5 3), pleura (n 5 1), peritoneum (n 5 3), liver (n 5 7), bone
(n 5 5), or diffusely in bone marrow (n 5 2). Six patients had undergone surgery for their primary tumor, 8 had been treated with chemotherapy, 3 had received other radionuclide therapies, 2 had been
treated with checkpoint inhibitors, and 1 had received a poly(adenosine diphosphate-ribose)polymerase inhibitor. Chemotherapy had been
concluded at 4 wk before the start of PTRT in patient 9 and at 2 wk
before PTRT in patients 2 and 7. Patient 10 received the last nivolumab administration 4 wk beforehand. Two patients (patients 1 and 3)
categorically refused any other treatment, such as surgery or chemotherapy, and patient 5 was deemed unﬁt for chemotherapy. The
patients’ characteristics are listed in Table 1.
Radiolabeling of FAP-2286 with

68

Ga

The peptide FAP-2286 was labeled with 68Ga using the NaCl-based
labeling procedure as previously described (17). For the automated
radiopharmaceutical production, a Modular-Lab PharmTracer Modul
(Eckert and Ziegler) was used (18). In detail, up to 4 68Ge/68Ga generators were eluted, and the eluate (1.2–2.6 GBq) was passed through a
preconditioned strong-cation-exchange cartridge. The 68Ga collected
was subsequently eluted using 0.5 mL of 5 M NaCl spiked with
12.5 mL of 5.5 M HCl. The 68Ga-eluate of the strong-cation-exchange
cartridge was then added to a solution of 150 mg of FAP-2286, 5 mg
of L-ascorbic acid, and 1.2 mg of L-methionine dissolved in 350 mL of
1 M sodium acetate buffer (adjusted with HCl and acetic acid to pH
4.5) and 2.3 mL of water for injection. The reaction mixture was
heated to 95! C for 8 min. After labeling, the mixture was diluted with
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2 mL of water for injection, neutralized using 2 mL of sterile sodium
phosphate buffer (B. Braun Melsungen), and sterile-ﬁltered. Samples
were obtained for quality control, endotoxin testing, and sterility testing. The radiolabeling yield and the radiochemical purity were determined by instant thin-layer chromatography and high-performance
liquid chromatography, respectively.
Radiolabeling of FAP-2286 with

177

Lu

Automated labeling was performed using a PiRoSyn synthesis module (Sykam) (19). To a solution of 177Lu in 300 mL of 0.05 M HCl, a
solution of 10 mg of L-ascorbic acid, 5 mg of L-methionine, and FAP2286 (20 MBq of 177Lu/mg of FAP-2286) in 1 mL of 1 M sodium acetate buffer (adjusted with HCl to pH 5.5) was added. The mixture was
heated to 95! C for 35 min. The mixture was diluted with a 0.9% saline
solution and sterile-ﬁltered. Samples were tested for quality, endotoxins, and sterility. Radiochemical purity, as determined by thin-layer
and high-performance liquid chromatography, was consistently higher
than 98%.
Treatment Protocol
177

Lu-FAP-2286 was administered intravenously over 5–10 min.
All patients presented with aggressive disease and a high tumor load,
primarily necessitating high dosages (radioactivities to be administered) for tumor control. The injected activity was adapted, if necessary, on the basis of not only the patient’s clinical condition,
hematologic results, and renal function but also the tumor distribution,
that is, in cases of red marrow involvement. For example, a preexisting grade 2 anemia necessitated reduction of the radioactivity to be
administered. When the patient consented and the patient’s condition
allowed for further treatment, additional cycles were administered
8 wk later. One patient received a single cycle, 9 patients received 2
cycles, and 1 patient received 3 cycles (Supplemental Table 2).
For prevention of nausea, 3 mg of granisetron were injected intravenously before 177Lu-FAP-2286 administration. For adequate hydration, 1 L of a balanced electrolyte solution was administered for 2 h
after radiopharmaceutical application, with the addition of 20 mg of
furosemide. Symptoms and vital parameters were monitored before,
during, and after treatment. Patient characteristics, tumor features, and
all previous treatments were documented. Complete blood counts,
liver and kidney function results, creatine kinase levels, uric acid levels, and electrolyte levels, as well as levels of tumor-associated
markers such as carcinoembryonic antigen, carcinoma antigen 15-3,
carbohydrate antigen 19-9, and carbohydrate antigen 125, were determined before and during follow-up after each PTRT. Hematologic
toxicity was graded according to the Common Terminology Criteria
for Adverse Events, version 5.0 (20).
Scintigraphy and SPECT/CT Imaging

The kinetics of 177Lu-FAP-2286 were determined on the basis
of planar whole-body scintigraphy studies (anterior/posterior) and
SPECT/CT 18–46 h after administration of the radiopharmaceutical.
Planar scintigraphy was acquired using a Spirit DH-V dual-head
g-camera (Mediso); medium-energy, general-purpose collimator; 15%
energy window; 208-keV peak; and 15 cm/min speed. SPECT/CT was
performed using a Symbia T camera system (Siemens Healthcare
GmbH) with a medium-energy, low-penetration collimator; peaks at
113 keV and 208 keV (15% energy windows and 20% upper and
lower scatter window); 128 3 128 matrix; 32 projections with 30 s
per step; and body contour.
Dosimetry Protocol

At least 5 serial planar whole-body scintigraphy studies and 1
regional SPECT/CT study were acquired per patient starting from
0.5 h (immediately after therapeutic administration and before bladder
voiding) after injection. Since the patients were not allowed to empty
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58

50

61

9

10

11

M

F

F

F

F

F

M

M

M

F

M

Sex

Rectum

Ovary

Breast

Breast

Breast

Breast

Pancreas
(body and
tail)

Pancreas
(body)

Pancreas
(head and
tail)

Pancreas
(tail)

Pancreas
(head and
body)

Primary
tumor

ER-, PR-, and
HER2-positive

ER- and
PR-positive;
HER2-negative

ER- and
PR-positive;
HER2-negative

Hormone receptor
status, if applicable

Hep, pul, LN

Pleuroperitoneal,
local bowel
inﬁltration

Oss, hep

Oss, LN, hep, pul

Oss, hep, brain

Resection of
rectum, liver
segment, and
lung lobe

Palliative bowel
surgery

Mastectomy

Liver segment
resection

Mastectomy

Mastectomy

None

LN, hep, per

Oss, LN, hep

None

None

Left
pancreatectomy

None

Relevant previous
surgery

LN, hep, oss

Hep, per, oss

LN

LN, hep, per, oss

Metastases

EBRT to primary,
hormonal therapy,
palbociclib,
chemoembolization
of liver metastases

Trastuzumab, EBRT
to bone
metastases

Preoperative EBRT to
primary,
panitumumab,
ramucirumab,
pembrolizumab

Lu-labeled HER2ligand and
bisphosphonate; 15.7
GBq (424 mCi)

177

Hormonal therapy,
EBRT to bone and
brain metastases

FOLFOX, 5-FU,
irinotecan

Lu-labeled
bisphosphonate; 34.4
GBq (930 mCi)

177

Hormonal therapy,
EBRT to bone
metastases

Bevacizumab,
olaparib, nivolumab

Lu-labeled HER2ligand and
bisphosphonate; 4.5
GBq (122 mCi)

177

None

None

None

None

None

Other relevant
treatments

Cisplatin, paclitaxel,
carboplatin

Docetaxel, doxorubicin,
cyclophosphamide,
capecitabine, 5-FU,
methotrexate

Docetaxel,
cyclophosphamide

5-FU, epirubicin, und
cyclophosphamide

None

None—unﬁt for
chemotherapy

Abraxane, gemcitabine,
capecitabine,
oxaliplatin, irinotecan

None

FOLFIRINOX, nabpaclitaxel, gemcitabine

None

Previous chemotherapy
regimen

Previous radionuclide
therapy, if applicable,
with cumulative
administered radioactivity

LN 5 lymph node; hep 5 hepatic; per 5 peritoneal; oss 5 osseous; FOLFIRINOX 5 leucovorin, ﬂuorouracil, irinotecan, and oxaliplatin; ER 5 estrogen receptor; PR 5 progesterone
receptor; HER2 5 human epidermal growth factor receptor 2; EBRT 5 external-beam radiation therapy; 5-FU 5 5-ﬂuorouracil; pul 5 pulmonary; FOLFOX 5 folinic acid, ﬂuorouracil, and
oxaliplatin.

40

8

87

5

65

58

4

7

78

3

63

55

2

6

70

Age (y)

1

Patient no.

TABLE 1
Patient Characteristics

the bladder before the ﬁrst scan, the total-body counts acquired immediately after the injected activity were deﬁned to be 100% of the
administered activity. Total-body counts on the subsequent scans were
expressed as fractions of injected activity. Regions of interest were
drawn manually over the source regions on the acquired scintigraphy
images, which were then analyzed using the software of the Hermes
system (Hybrid Viewer). Source regions were deﬁned as organs and
metastases showing signiﬁcant speciﬁc uptake, which could be clearly
delineated on each posttherapy scan. Regions of interest were selected
by the same physicist, in collaboration with a nuclear medicine physician, who selected the suitable lesions for dosimetry (i.e., lesions with
the highest uptake in the respective organ). As representative tumor
lesions for dosimetry, bone and liver metastases were chosen because
of their accurate localization and measurability on whole-body and
SPECT/CT scans, as well as the high frequency of bone metastases.
Lymph node and peritoneal lesions are limited by overlap on wholebody scans. The kinetics of the whole body and the source organs
were determined on the basis of this region-of-interest analysis. The
SPECT/CT scans were reconstructed and quantiﬁed using the Hermes
SUV SPECT software. After segmentation, the SPECT activity of
source regions was used to scale the time–activity curves obtained
from planar imaging. In the next step, these time–activity curves were
ﬁtted to mono- or biexponential functions to calculate effective halflives and the time-integrated activity coefﬁcient (Origin Pro 8.1G; OriginLab Corp.). Mean absorbed organ and tumor doses were ﬁnally
estimated using OLINDA 2.0. The International Commission on
Radiological Protection 89 adult model and the spheres model were
used for normal organs and tumor lesions, respectively (both included
in OLINDA 2.0). The model was adapted to individual normal-organ
and tumor volumes obtained from the latest CT scan of the patient.
Dosimetry was estimated in 10 treatment cycles: a single cycle in
patients 1, 4, 5, and 10 and 2 cycles in patients 6, 7, and 8. Posttherapy
scans were acquired at deﬁned mandatory time points: immediately
after injection; 2–3 h after injection; and 1, 2, and 3 d after injection,
as well as (when the patient’s condition so allowed) a further delayed
scan up to 10 d after injection. Analysis was performed in accordance
with our previously described protocol (21). Time-dependent activity
in kidneys and metastases (13 osseous and 1 hepatic metastases) was
determined by drawing regions of interest on serial 177Lu-FAP-2286
whole-body scans after therapy. The mean absorbed dose to the red
marrow was estimated from activity in the blood in 4 of 10 estimations, when the general condition and vein characteristics of the
patient allowed drawing of the required multiple blood samples. In the other 6 of 10 estimations, the mean absorbed dose to the red
marrow was determined from the whole-body
activity distribution.

the ﬁrst PTRT cycle. To determine treatment efﬁcacy, at 6–8 wk after
ﬁrst therapy cycle CT/MRI was performed in all patients and 68GaFAP-2286 PET/CT was performed in 10 patients (the exception was
patient 5). Patient 8 underwent restaging using 68Ga-FAP-2286 PET/
CT at 8 wk after the third therapy cycle.
RESULTS
Tolerability

The mean 6 SD of the administered amount of FAP-2286 was
290 6 100 mg (range, 120–495 mg). The mean administered activity was 5.8 6 2.0 GBq (range, 2.4–9.9 GBq). There were no
adverse or clinically detectable pharmacologic effects in any of
the 11 patients. No signiﬁcant changes in vital signs or in the
results of laboratory studies, concerning immediate adverse events,
were observed. Patients 4 and 6 reported a signiﬁcant improvement in pain after treatment, requiring less morphine; patient 5
had an improvement in physical capacity and self-reported quality
of life after treatment, in addition to pain relief.
Posttherapeutic 177Lu-FAP-2286 Whole-Body Scans and
SPECT/CT

Visual analysis of posttherapy whole-body scans and SPECT/
CT scans demonstrated signiﬁcant uptake and retention of 177LuFAP-2286 in tumor lesions on delayed imaging (72 h–10 d after
injection) in all patients (SUVs of 177Lu-FAP-2286 in tumor
lesions are displayed in Supplemental Table 3, and those of the
kidneys are in Supplemental Table 4; representative examples are
shown in Figs. 1 and 2, and the whole-body scans of patients 1–3,
5, and 7–11 are in Supplemental Fig. 1). The initial biodistribution
of the radiopharmaceutical was identical to that of the pretherapeutic 68Ga-FAP-2286 PET/CT.
Dosimetry

Dosimetric parameters, speciﬁcally effective half-life and mean
absorbed dose to whole body, kidneys, and red marrow (Supplemental Table 5), as well as metastases (Supplemental Table 6),
expressed as mean 6 SD, were determined after 177Lu-FAP-2286
administration (Supplemental Table 7 lists the dose estimations for
all organs). The effective half-lives were as follows: whole body,
35 6 9 h (range, 25–48 h); kidneys, 81 6 51 h (range, 30–161 h);

Clinical, Radiologic, and Laboratory
Follow-up

Patient records were reviewed for any incidence of hematologic, gastrointestinal, renal,
hepatic, or other adverse events; grade was
assigned according to Common Terminology
Criteria for Adverse Events, version 5.0.
Circumstances that resulted in cessation of,
or a delay in, treatment were documented.
Changes in circulating tumor markers were
also recorded. All patients were systematically followed up after therapy by determining relevant laboratory parameters every
2 wk. Baseline 68Ga-FAP-2286 PET/CT and
contrast-enhanced CT or MRI were performed at a mean of 2 d (range, 1–7 d) before
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FIGURE 1. (A and B) Patient 4 had adenocarcinoma of pancreatic body, as well as hepatic, peripancreatic lymph node, and osseous metastases, which demonstrated high FAP expression on
maximum-intensity-projection 68Ga-FAP-2286 PET image (A) and transverse 68Ga-FAP-2286 PET/
CT image (B). (C and D) Signiﬁcant uptake and late retention of 177Lu-FAP-2286 were noted in liver
metastases on posttherapeutic whole-body scintigraphy in anterior and posterior views at 48 h after
injection (C) and on transverse SPECT/CT image (D). Because of low resolution of 177Lu for imaging,
as compared with 68Ga for PET/CT, not all tumor sites seen on 68Ga-FAP-2286 PET/CT are apparent
on 177Lu-FAP-2286 images.
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FIGURE 2. (A) Patient 6, with breast cancer, presented predominantly with diffuse FAP-positive bone and bone marrow metastases (but also lymph
node metastases) on 68Ga-FAP-2286 PET/CT. (B, C, D, E, G, H, and I) Serial whole-body scintigraphy in anterior and posterior views at 3 h (B), 20 h (C),
44 h (D), 68 h (E), 92 h (G), 7 d (H), and 10 d (I) after PTRT using 2.4 GBq of 177Lu-FAP-2286 demonstrated uptake and retention in metastases. (F) 68GaFAP-2286 PET/CT after 8 wk demonstrated mixed response: regression of bone and bone marrow lesions but overall progressive disease with new evidence of liver metastases. (J) Axial 68Ga-FAP-2286 PET/CT images before (left) and after (right) PTRT show FAP-positive metastases in ribs and vertebrae, and occurrence of a new liver metastasis on the right side.

and bone metastases (n 5 13), 44 6 25 h (range, 21–120 h). The
mean absorbed doses were as follows: whole body, 0.07 6 0.02
Gy/GBq (range, 0.04–0.1 Gy/GBq); kidneys, 1.0 6 0.6 Gy/GBq
(range, 0.4–2.0 Gy/GBq); red marrow, 0.05 6 0.02 Gy/GBq
(range, 0.03–0.09 Gy/GBq); and bone metastases, 3.0 6 2.7 Gy/GBq
(range, 0.5–10.6 Gy/GBq). The effective half-life and mean absorbed
dose in 1 liver metastasis (in patient 4) were estimated to be 32
h and 0.4 Gy/GBq, respectively.
Adverse Events

Clinical adverse events included grade 1 (G1) short-term and
self-limiting headache in patients 3, 7, 9, and 10 within 12 h after
treatment, and moderate headache (grade 2 [G2]) in patient 9.
There was a severe ﬂare-up of abdominal pain (grade 3 [G3]),
with nausea and vomiting, after the second cycle in patient 2. Incidentally, this patient had reported a signiﬁcant reduction in
breathing-related pain in the left side of the back after the ﬁrst
cycle.
New anemia occurred after PTRT in 3 patients (G1 in patients 1
and 4; G2 in patient 11). Worsening of a preexisting G1 anemia to
G2 was noted in patients 5 and 7 after the second cycle. After
the third cycle, patient 8 experienced G3 pancytopenia (from preexisting G1–G2), requiring packed red cell transfusions and
granulocyte–colony-stimulating factor. Preexisting leukocytopenia
worsened from G1 to G2 in patient 5 and from G2 to G3 in patient
177

6. After PTRT, there was leukocytosis (non-G3) in patients 3, 4, 7,
and 11; in patients 3, 7 and 11, it occurred after the ﬁrst cycle and
was reversible. In patient 4, however, it occurred after the second
cycle and persisted until death 8 wk later. Interestingly, in patient
9, the leukocyte counts normalized (from preexisting G1 leukocytopenia) and the absolute thrombocyte count improved (G1
unchanged) at 6 wk after the ﬁrst PTRT cycle (Table 2; Supplemental Table 8).
With preexisting chronic renal insufﬁciency (G2), patient 6 had
episodes of acute deterioration of renal function after the ﬁrst and
second PTRT cycles. Both episodes were determined to be prerenal in origin, i.e., a sudden reduction in blood ﬂow to the kidney
(renal hypoperfusion) caused a loss of kidney function. In prerenal
kidney injury, there is nothing wrong with the kidney itself, and in
both instances, renal function returned to normal within 4 wk and
the glomerular ﬁltration rate remained consistently above 30 mL/
min. There was no signiﬁcant change in renal parameters in the
rest of the patients. The hepatic function parameters, uric acid levels, electrolyte levels, and creatinine kinase levels were unaffected
by PTRT.
Outcome After PTRT

Evaluation according to RECIST 1.1 in all patients at 6–8 wk
after the ﬁrst PTRT cycle revealed stable disease in patients
8 and 9 and progression in the other 9 patients (Table 3). The
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*There was additional non-G3 acute (on preexisting chronic G2) prerenal renal insufﬁciency after both ﬁrst and second cycles, which was reversible.
eGFR 5 estimated glomerular ﬁltration rate; NA 5 not applicable before 177Lu-FAP-2286 PTRT (grade 5 represents death).
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0
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5

0

0
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0
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0

0

NA

0

0

0

0

0

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
1

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
0

0

0

0

3

1*
2

4

0

1*

0
0

1
0

5
3

0
0

5
0

2
2

1
2

2
4

3

2

1

3

4

Grade

5

After
second
PTRT (n 5 8)
After
first PTRT
(n 5 11)
Before
therapy
(n 5 11)
After
second PTRT
(n 5 8)
After
first PTRT
(n 5 11)
Before
therapy
(n 5 11)
After
second
PTRT (n 5 8)
After
first PTRT
(n 5 11)
Before
therapy
(n 5 11)
After
second
PTRT (n 5 8)
After
first PTRT
(n 5 11)
Before
therapy
(n 5 11)

eGFR (mL/min/1.73 m2)
Thrombocyte count (billion cells/L)
Leukocyte count (billion cells/L)
Hemoglobin (mmol/L)

TABLE 2
Safety: Hematologic and Renal Function Before and 6–8 Weeks After 177Lu-FAP-2286 PTRT According to Common Terminology Criteria for Adverse Events,
Version 5.0
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ﬁndings also correlated with circulating tumor markers (Supplemental Table 9) and with 68Ga-FAP-2286 PET/CT ﬁndings (performed on 10 patients). Because of marked disease progression,
no further PTRT was administered to patient 11. In patient 6,
68
Ga-FAP-2286 PET/CT revealed a mixed response (i.e., remission of the diffuse bone metastases), but overall disease was progressive, with evidence of new hepatic lesions (Fig. 2). Patient
8 demonstrated progression at 8 wk after the third PTRT cycle.
Six patients died from disease progression 2–8 mo after their initial PTRT (Table 3). One patient died from suicide and 1 from
pneumonia.
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DISCUSSION

This retrospective report provides the ﬁrst—to our knowledge—
evidence of the feasibility of theranostics in diverse advanced adenocarcinomas using the novel radiolabeled peptide 177Lu-FAP-2286.
PTRT was performed on a compassionate-use basis in end-stage
pancreatic, breast, ovarian, and colorectal cancer patients after
exhaustion of the treatment options, including 2 patients who had
strictly refused any other treatment and 1 patient who was deemed
unﬁt for chemotherapy. The ﬁrst-in-humans use demonstrated a
favorable safety proﬁle with few manageable serious adverse events.
Pancreatic, breast, ovarian, and colorectal adenocarcinomas and
their metastases have been demonstrated to be FAP-positive on
PET/CT (22). In our patient cohort, FAP expression was conﬁrmed
in these malignancies on PET/CT using 68Ga-FAP-2286 or 68GaFAPI-04. Biodistribution images after therapy revealed not only
signiﬁcant tumor uptake of 177Lu-FAP-2286 but also long retention
of the radiopharmaceutical in all patients. In contrast, biodistribution studies with small-molecule–based FAPI tracers, notably
FAPI-02 and FAPI-04, revealed an earlier tumor washout and a
correspondingly shorter tumor retention time (14), thereby limiting
their therapeutic potential when conjugated to longer-lived therapeutic radionuclides such as 177Lu. Thus, the application of shorterlived radionuclides for therapy using FAPI-based tracers was
suggested (19). The longer tumor retention of FAP-2286, on the
other hand, allows the use of therapeutically effective longer-lived
radionuclides for therapy (including 177Lu and 225Ac).
These ﬁndings were further corroborated by dosimetric studies.
Comparison of 177Lu-FAP-2286 to other radiopharmaceuticals previously reported to be effective (i.e., 177Lu-DOTATATE for neuroendocrine tumors (23) and 177Lu-PSMA-617 for prostate cancer
(24)) shows comparable absorbed doses for whole body, bone
marrow, and kidneys (21,25,26). Notably, the kidney absorbed
dose delivered by 177Lu-FAP-2286 when used without renal protection was comparable to that of 177Lu-PSMA-617 and to that
delivered by 177Lu-DOTATATE when coadministered with Lys/
Arg for renal protection (1.0 Gy/GBq [range, 0.4–2.0 Gy/GBq] vs.
0.99 Gy/GBq [range, 0.45–1.6 Gy/GBq] vs. 0.8 Gy/GBq [range,
0.3–2.6 Gy/GBq]) (21,27). Whole-body and bone marrow absorbed
doses of 177Lu-FAP-2286 (0.07 and 0.05 Gy/GBq, respectively)
were similar to those of 177Lu-PSMA-617 (0.04 and 0.03 Gy/GBq,
respectively) (25) and 177Lu-DOTATATE (0.05 and 0.04 Gy/GBq,
respectively) (21,26). Absorbed doses in bone metastases were similar to those reported by Kulkarni et al. for 177Lu-PSMA-617
(3.0 Gy/GBq [range, 0.5–10.6 Gy/GBq] for 177Lu-FAP-2286 vs.
2.9 Gy/GBq for 177Lu-PSMA-617) (25) and slightly lower than
those reported by Violet et al. for 177Lu-PSMA-617, although with
an overlapping range (5.3 Gy/GBq [range, 0.4–10.7 Gy/GBq]) (28).
The effective half-life of 177Lu-FAP-2286 in the whole body (35 h)
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TABLE 3
Outcome After Treatment

Patient no.

Initial
diagnosis

First PTRT
cycle

FAP PTRT
cycles (n)

Response*
at 6–8 wk
after first
cycle

1

09/2019

10/2019

2

PD

2

03/2019

10/2019

2

PD

3

09/2019

10/2019

2

4

02/2018

10/2019

5

01/2019

6

Response* at
6–8 wk after
third cycle,
if applicable

Time to
progression
since initial
PTRT (wk)

Death

Cause
of death

Survival since
initial FAP
PTRT (mo)

8

03/2020

PD

5

8

06/2020

PD

8

PD

8

12/2019

Suicide

2

2

PD

8

02/2020

PD

4

12/2019

2

PD†

8

04/2020

PD

4

07/2015

10/2019

2

PD

8

7

09/2004

10/2019

2

PD

8

07/2013

10/2019

3

SD

9

05/2008

10/2019

2

10

03/2015

10/2019

11

02/2009

10/2019

8
PD

Patient alive
(05/2021)
04/2020

PD

6

24

Patient alive
(05/2021)

SD

20

Patient alive
(05/2021)

2

PD

8

01/2020

PD

3

1

PD

6

01/2020

Bronchopneumonia

3

*Response was evaluated by RECIST 1.1, on 68Ga-FAP-2286 PET/CT (except in patient 5) and tumor marker evaluation after ﬁrst
(in all) and third (in patient 8) PTRT cycles.
†
Response was evaluated on RECIST 1.1 and tumor marker evaluation.
FAP 5 ﬁbroblast activation protein; PTRT 5 peptide-targeted radionuclide therapy; PD 5 progressive disease.

was slightly shorter than that of 177Lu-PSMA-617 (40 h) (25) and
Lu-DOTATATE (55 h) (21) and slightly longer in the kidneys
(81 h for 177Lu-FAP-2286 vs. 42 h for 177Lu-PSMA-617 and 63
h for 177Lu-DOTATATE) (21,25). Thus, although individual values
may vary, the overall dose delivered by 177Lu-FAP-2286 to healthy
organs and tumor lesions appears comparable to that of wellknown 177Lu-based radiopharmaceuticals. The dosimetric analysis
of the patients in this study therefore justiﬁes prospective clinical
trials to establish a safe and effective cumulative dose of 177LuFAP-2286, as well as risk factors to be considered in diverse adenocarcinoma patients.
PTRT with 177Lu-FAP-2286 appears to ameliorate symptoms in
rapidly proliferating adenocarcinomas as noted by signiﬁcant pain
reduction in patient 4, with liver metastases; patient 6, with diffuse
bone metastases; and patient 5, with newly diagnosed pancreatic
cancer. On the other hand, there was exacerbation of preexisting
pain or development of new local symptoms shortly after PTRT in
patient 9 (headache) and in patient 2 after the second cycle (severe
abdominal complaints). A ﬂare phenomenon after treatment with
radionuclide therapy has been reported previously (29); thus, the
symptoms in patients 2 and 9 may potentially be related to existing
metastases localized in the area of pain exacerbation.
The reasons for a reduction in the radioactivity administered
were preexisting red marrow dysfunction (anemia or pancytopenia)—either because of red marrow involvement or because the
patient had previously undergone multiple previous therapies,
including chemotherapy—and renal dysfunction, which potentially
could result in a longer whole-body residence time and increase
the absorbed dose to red marrow. Therefore, the presence of these
limitations prevented use of a higher injected activity to prevent
potential additional red marrow dysfunction. G3 hematologic
adverse events were observed in patient 6 (leukocytopenia) and
patient 8 (pancytopenia), correlating with imaging evidence of
177

177

diffuse bone marrow involvement. These adverse events were
managed with intermittent transfusions of packed red blood cells
and bone marrow stimulation using granulocyte–colonystimulating factor. Otherwise, no severe hematologic toxicity was
noted in patients, despite heavy pretreatment in some, including
recently concluded chemotherapy (patients 2, 7, and 9), immunecheckpoint-inhibitor therapy (patient 10), and radionuclide therapies targeting human epidermal growth factor receptor 2 or bone
(patients 6, 7, and 8). In fact, the bone marrow function in patient
9 not only was unaffected by PTRT but improved (most probably
because of termination of chemotherapy 2 wk before the start of
PTRT). No organ toxicity was seen. The one instance of prerenal,
acute-on-chronic renal insufﬁciency in patient 6 could be managed
with intravenous ﬂuids and was resolved after 1 wk.
The most likely mechanism of action of PTRT can be postulated to be the destruction of cancer-associated ﬁbroblasts, which
are the support system for cancers, as well as a crossﬁre effect
causing tumor-cell killing. However, progression of disease was
frequently observed, necessitating alteration of the treatment strategy. Possible measures to enhance the therapeutic efﬁcacy of
PTRT are a shortening of the intervals between treatments or an
increase in the administered radioactivity. Furthermore, the evaluation of combinations with other treatments (e.g., with a targeted
therapy such as poly(adenosine diphosphate-ribose)polymerase
inhibitor or immune checkpoint inhibitor) stands to reason.
Other radionuclides for labeling FAP-2286 may be used for
therapy. Although the b-particle energy of 90Y is higher than that
of 177Lu, the longer range of 90Y-b might increase the risk of
bone marrow and renal toxicity. However, applying a lower dosage could be appropriate, as with PRRT of neuroendocrine tumors
(27). An a-emitter, such as 225Ac, appears to also be a suitable
candidate because of its high and precise energy delivery to the
tumor per unit of radioactivity, causing double-stranded DNA
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breaks (30). A proof-of-concept study of 225Ac-FAPI-04 (as
well as 64Cu-FAPI-04) in FAP-expressing pancreatic cancer
xenograft mouse models suggested the applicability of FAPtargeted a-therapy in pancreatic cancer (31). The tumor half-life
of FAP-2286 is much longer than that of FAPI-02 or FAPI-04
but less than that of 177Lu-PSMA, 177Lu-DOTATOC, or 177LuDOTATATE (14,21,25). In consequence, given the effective
tumor half-life of 177Lu-FAP-2286 (mean, 44 h for bone and 32
h for single liver metastases), radionuclides such as 67Cu or 90Y
(which has the additional advantage of a higher b-particle energy)
may increase exposure as compared with 177Lu or 225Ac. Further
studies using these radionuclides would be beneﬁcial.
The major limitation of this study was the small and heterogeneous patient population, which received as the last line of treatment PTRT with 177Lu-FAP-2286 on a compassionate-use basis.
This was not a dose escalation study, and varying radioactivities
of 177Lu-FAP-2286 administered to patients make safety and therapeutic assessment only observational. Therefore, the preliminary
but encouraging results of this retrospective analysis must be
conﬁrmed by a prospective, randomized, and controlled clinical
trial.
CONCLUSION

This study provides the ﬁrst clinical evidence of the feasibility
of treating different aggressive adenocarcinomas with 177Lulabeled FAP-2286. High uptake and long retention in primary and
metastatic tumor lesions and a reasonable toxicity proﬁle warrant
further investigation of 177Lu-FAP-2286 in prospective clinical
studies to systematically evaluate its safety and efﬁcacy and to
deﬁne the patient population it would most beneﬁt.
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KEY POINTS
QUESTION: Is the 177Lu-FAP-2286 therapy of different adenocarcinomas feasible in terms of retainability of tracer in the tumor,
patient safety, and treatment efﬁcacy?
PERTINENT FINDINGS: In a series of 11 patients with diverse
advanced adenocarcinomas, 177Lu-FAP-2286 was well tolerated,
without any issues of urgent concern. This novel conjugate of a
FAP-binding peptide demonstrated high uptake and long retention
in primary and metastatic tumor lesions, with a reasonable toxicity
proﬁle.
IMPLICATIONS FOR PATIENT CARE: This ﬁrst-in-humans use
provides a direction to clinical trials for promising and effective
FAP-targeted radiopeptide therapy in various aggressive cancers.
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A Radiotracer for Molecular Imaging and Therapy of
Gastrin-Releasing Peptide Receptor–Positive Prostate Cancer
Ivica J. Bratanovic1, Chengcheng Zhang1, Zhengxing Zhang1, Hsiou-Ting Kuo1, Nadine Colpo1, Jutta Zeisler1,
Helen Merkens1, Carlos Uribe2,3, Kuo-Shyan Lin1,2, and François B$enard1,2
1
BC Cancer, Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada; 2Department of Radiology, University of British Columbia, Vancouver, British
Columbia, Canada; and 3Functional Imaging, BC Cancer, Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada

The gastrin-releasing peptide receptor (GRPR) is overexpressed in
many solid malignancies, particularly in prostate and breast cancers,
among others. We synthesized ProBOMB2, a novel bombesin derivative radiolabeled with 68Ga and 177Lu, and evaluated its ability to target
GRPR in a preclinical model of human prostate cancer. Methods:
ProBOMB2 was synthesized in solid phase using ﬂuorenylmethoxycarbonyl chemistry. The chelator 1,4,7,10-tetraazacyclododecane1,4,7,10-tetraacetic acid was coupled to the N terminus and
separated from the GRPR-targeting sequence by a cationic 4-amino(1-carboxymethyl)-piperidine spacer. Binding afﬁnity for both human
and murine GRPR was determined using a cell-based competition
assay, whereas a calcium efﬂux assay was used to measure the agonist and antagonist properties of the derivatives. ProBOMB2 was
radiolabeled with 177Lu and 68Ga. SPECT and PET imaging and biodistribution studies were conducted using male immunocompromised
mice bearing GRPR-positive PC-3 human prostate cancer xenografts.
Results: Ga-ProBOMB2 and Lu-ProBOMB2 bound to PC-3 cells with
an inhibition constant of 4.58 6 0.67 and 7.29 6 1.73 nM, respectively.
68
Ga-ProBOMB2 and 177Lu-ProBOMB2 were radiolabeled with a
radiochemical purity greater than 95%. Both radiotracers were
excreted primarily via the renal pathway. PET images of PC-3 tumor
xenografts were visualized with excellent contrast at 1 and 2 h after
injection with 68Ga-ProBOMB2, and there was very low off-target
organ accumulation. 177Lu-ProBOMB2 enabled clear visualization of
PC-3 tumor xenografts by SPECT imaging at 1, 4, and 24 h after injection 177Lu-ProBOMB2 displayed higher tumor uptake than 68Ga-ProBOMB2 at 1 h after injection. 177Lu-ProBOMB2 tumor uptake at 1, 4,
and 24 h after injection was 14.9 6 3.1, 4.8 6 2.1, and 1.7 6 0.3 percentage injected dose per gram of tissue, respectively. Conclusion:
68
Ga-ProBOMB2 and 177Lu-ProBOMB2 are promising radiotracers
with limited pancreas uptake, good tumor uptake, and favorable pharmacokinetics for imaging and therapy of GRPR-expressing tumors.
Key Words: gastrin-releasing peptide receptor; bombesin; prostate
cancer
J Nucl Med 2022; 63:424–430
DOI: 10.2967/jnumed.120.257758

T

he gastrin-releasing peptide receptor (GRPR) is a transmembrane G protein–coupled receptor that is expressed in the human
body’s central nervous system, gastrointestinal tract, pancreas, and
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adrenal cortex tissues (1). GRPR is also aberrantly overexpressed
in many solid malignancies, which include prostate, breast, lung,
colon, and ovarian cancers (2). The overexpression of GRPR in
cancer makes it an attractive target for radioligand imaging and
therapy. In the past, GRPR antagonists based on bombesin (i.e.,
NeoBOMB1, RM2, and ProBOMB1) have been preferred over
agonists because of the adverse effects observed from using the
latter (3,4).
NeoBOMB1 has recently been introduced in clinical trials to
image and treat GRPR-positive tumors with 68Ga- and 177Lulabeled compounds, respectively (5). A common trend with
GRPR-targeting agents in patients and preclinical animal models
is the high physiologic accumulation of the radiotracer in the pancreas and gastrointestinal tract (5,6). The off-target accumulation
of the radiotracer in normal organs can affect image contrast and
lesion detection and limit the maximum tolerated dose of radiotracer administered for radioligand therapy (1). Recently, our
group began to address the issue of off-target GRPR binding (i.e.,
in the pancreas and intestines) with the development of ProBOMB1. It contains a unique terminal LeucPro-NH2 sequence
that signiﬁcantly reduced pancreas uptake compared with NeoBOMB1 while still retaining target speciﬁcity (7,8). However,
ProBOMB1 displayed lower tumor uptake with the 177Lu label
than did NeoBOMB1, whereas 68Ga-labeled tracer uptake was
similar (7,8). To improve tumor uptake and further mitigate pancreas uptake, we designed, synthesized, and evaluated ProBOMB2
(Fig. 1). ProBOMB2 contains the same GRPR-binding sequence
and unique terminal LeucPro-NH2 as are seen in ProBOMB1 but
uses a cationic 4-amino-(1-carboxymethyl)-piperidine spacer
instead of a neutral p-aminomethylaniline-diglycolic acid spacer
(Fig. 1). The cationic piperidine spacer has been used in the past
with the GRPR antagonist 68Ga-RM2 to improve tumor afﬁnity
and in our own lab to improve the pharmacokinetic proﬁle of other
radiotracers (9,10).
Here, we describe the synthesis and pharmacokinetic evaluation
of a novel bombesin derivative, ProBOMB2. We evaluated the
potential of ProBOMB2 as a theranostic agent by radiolabeling
with 68Ga and 177Lu. Antagonistic properties were evaluated using
an in vitro ﬂuorescence-based Ca21 release assay. The pharmacokinetic properties of 68Ga-ProBOMB2 and 177Lu-ProBOMB2
were studied in a preclinical model of human prostate cancer.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
Synthesis of ProBOMB2 and Radiolabeling

ProBOMB2 was synthesized in solid phase using a standard
ﬂuorenylmethoxycarbonyl-based approach. The synthesis of
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an in-house colony and were inoculated subcutaneously with 5 3 106 PC-3 cells
(100 mL; 1:1 phosphate-buffered saline/
Matrigel; Corning), and tumors were
allowed to grow for 3 wk. For 177Lu-ProBOMB2, 8-wk-old male NOD.Cg-Rag1tm1Mom
Il2rgtm1Wjl/SzJ were used instead,
inoculated the same way as the NOD.CgPrkdcscidIl2rgtm1Wjl/SzJ mice.
PET/CT Imaging and
Biodistribution Studies

Mice bearing PC-3 tumors were sedated
(2.5% isoﬂurane in O2) for intravenous
injection of 68Ga-ProBOMB2 (4.18 6 0.68
MBq) and allowed to recover and roam
freely in their enclosure during the uptake
FIGURE 1. Chemical structure of ProBOMB1 (top) and ProBOMB2 (bottom)
period. Shortly before the imaging time, the
mice were sedated again under isoﬂurane
ProBOMB2 and its lutetium and gallium cold standards is described inhalation and placed on the scanner (Inveon small-animal PET/CT
in the supplemental materials (available at http://jnm.snmjournals.org). scanner; Siemens Healthineers) while body temperature was mainProBOMB2, Ga-ProBOMB2, and Lu-ProBOMB2 were puriﬁed by tained using a heating pad. A baseline CT scan was obtained for localhigh-performance liquid chromatography, and purity was conﬁrmed ization and attenuation correction (80 kV, 500 mA, and 300 ms),
by electrospray ionization mass spectrometry (supplemental materi- followed by a 10-min static PET scan at 1 or 2 h after injection of the
als). ProBOMB2 was radiolabeled using 68GaCl3 to generate 68Ga- radiotracer. After imaging, the mice were killed under isoﬂurane anesProBOMB2 and was puriﬁed using radio–high-performance liquid thesia by CO2 inhalation, for biodistribution analysis.
The PET data were obtained in list mode, reconstructed using
chromatography using the methods described in the supplemental
materials. 177LuCl3 was used to obtain 177Lu-ProBOMB2, which was 3-dimensional ordered-subsets expectation maximization (2 iterations)
then puriﬁed using radio–high-performance liquid chromatography as and a maximum a priori algorithm (18 iterations) with CT-based attendescribed in the supplemental materials. The molar activity of radio- uation correction. The Inveon Research Workplace software (Siemens
tracers was measured using high-performance liquid chromatography Healthineers) was used to analyze and view the images. For biodistriby dividing the injected radioactivity by the tracer quantity, which was bution and blocking studies, the mice were injected with 1.47 6 1.17
quantiﬁed by area under the ultraviolet absorbance peak and extrapo- MBq of radiotracer. At 1 or 2 h, the mice were anesthetized with 2%
lated from a standard curve. The standard curve was established isoﬂurane and euthanized by CO2 inhalation. Blocking was done at 1 h
with known quantities of nonradioactive Ga-ProBOMB2 or Lu- via coinjection of the radiotracer with 100 mg of [D-Phe6,LeuNHEt13,des-Met14]bombesin(6–14). Blood was drawn via cardiac
ProBOMB2.
puncture, and the organs or tissues of interest were harvested, rinsed
Cell Culture
with saline, blotted dry, weighed, and counted using an automatic
Human PC-3 prostate adenocarcinoma and murine Swiss 3T3 ﬁbro- g-counter (PerkinElmer). Uptake values were expressed as percentage
blast cell lines were cultured and maintained in a humidiﬁed incubator injected dose per gram of tissue (%ID/g).
(5% CO2; 37! C) in F-12K medium and RPMI medium (Life Technologies Corp.), respectively, and supplemented with 10% fetal bovine
serum, a 100 IU/mL solution of penicillin, and a 100 mg/mL solution SPECT/CT Imaging and Biodistribution Studies
PC-3 tumor–bearing mice were sedated (2.5% isoﬂurane in O2),
of streptomycin (Life Technologies Corp.). PC-3 cells were chosen
177
Lu-ProBOMB2 (34.96 6 2.49 MBq) was administered intrabecause of their inherent propensity to display a high surface- and
membrane density of human GRPR (11). Similarly, Swiss 3T3 cells venously. Before each SPECT/CT image acquisition, the mouse
were selected for their high surface density of murine GRPR as a way was given a subcutaneous injection of 250 mL of sterile saline for
to further explain radiotracer biodistribution in our murine animal hydration. The same mouse was used for all imaging time-points.
Mice were scanned while sedated (U-SPECT1/CT; MI Labs) using
model (12).
an ultra-high-sensitivity big-mouse collimator (2-mm pinhole size),
Competition Binding Assay
and body temperature was maintained using a heating pad. The CT
The in vitro competition binding assays were conducted by follow- scan was obtained using 615mA and 60kV for localization and
ing previously published procedures, also described in the supplemen- attenuation, followed by a SPECT scan with a 20% energy window
tal materials (8).
centered around 208 keV. Similarity-regulated ordered-subset expectation maximization (32 subsets, 4 iterations), a 1.0-mm postproFluorometric Calcium Release Assay
The FLIPR Calcium 6 assay kit (Molecular Devices) was used to cessing gaussian ﬁlter, and a voxel size of 0.4 mm were used to
perform calcium release assays according to published procedures and reconstruct the images. Scatter was corrected using the automatic
triple energy window, and a collimator-dependent calibration factor
is described in the supplemental materials (13).
was applied. Images were decay-corrected to the time of injection
and divided by the injected activity with PMOD, version 3.402
Animal Model
Animal experiments were approved by the Animal Care Committee (PMOD Technologies), to obtain quantitation in %ID/g. Data were
of the University of British Columbia. For 68Ga-ProBOMB2, 8-wk- then converted to DICOM for visualization in Inveon Research
old male NOD.Cg-PrkdcscidIl2rgtm1Wjl/SzJ mice were obtained from Workplace.
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For biodistribution and blocking studies, the mice were injected
with 2.50 6 0.62 MBq of radiotracer. At 1, 4, 24, or 72 h, the mice
were anesthetized with 2% isoﬂurane and euthanized by CO2 inhalation. Blocking was done at 1 h via coinjection of the radiotracer with
100 mg of [D-Phe6,Leu-NHEt13,des-Met14]bombesin(6–14). Blood was
drawn via cardiac puncture, and the organs or tissues of interest were
collected, weighed, and counted using an automatic g-counter (PerkinElmer). Uptake values were expressed as %ID/g.
Dosimetry

The uptake values (%ID/g) obtained from the biodistribution data
were decayed to the appropriate time point and ﬁtted to monoexponential or biexponential models using an in-house Python script (Python
Software Foundation, version 3.5). Biexponential ﬁtting assumed zero
uptake at baseline. The best ﬁt was based on the coefﬁcient of determination (R2) and by qualitatively looking at ﬁts in log–log plots and
their residuals. Time–activity curves were integrated to acquire residence times per unit gram and multiplied by mass of model tissue
(25-g mouse whole-body phantom). The residence time data were
input into OLINDA (Hermes Medical Solutions, version 2.2), which
has precalculated dose factors to obtain dosimetry (14,15). Dosimetry
estimations for the average adult human male were extrapolated per
published procedures (8). Mouse biodistribution data were extrapolated to humans with the method proposed by Kirschner et al., using
the following equation (16):

$

%ID
morgan

"

$

¼
human

%ID
morgan

"

mouse

%

#
Mmouse
3ðmorgan Þhuman ,
Mhuman

where morgan is mass of organ and M represents total-body mass.
Once human equivalent biodistribution values were extrapolated
with the above equation, dosimetry was obtained as for the mouse
case using OLINDA.
Statistical Analysis

Data were analyzed with GraphPad Prism, version 8.0. t tests were
performed for all organs in the biodistribution studies and the binding
afﬁnity studies. For t tests performed for organ comparison, a correction factor was used to account for multiple comparisons using the
Holm–Sidak method. The Welch t test was used to compare ProBOMB2 radiotracer accumulation in organs with each other and with
previously established ProBOMB1 and NeoBOMB1 values. A statistically signiﬁcant difference was considered present when the adjusted
P value was less than 0.05 using the Holm–Sidak method.

RESULTS
Chemistry and Radiolabeling

The starting material ﬂuorenylmethoxycarbonyl-LeucPro-OH
was synthesized in solution phase with 31% yield. The precursor
ProBOMB2 was synthesized using ﬂuorenylmethoxycarbonyl
chemistry in solid phase. The nonradioactive Ga-ProBOMB2 and
Lu-ProBOMB2 were obtained in 88% and 86% yields, respectively. Multiple batches of 68Ga-ProBOMB2 were prepared in good
radiochemical yield (45.5% 6 29.9%, n 5 3) and good speciﬁc
activity (139.86 6 70.67 GBq/mmol, n 5 3), with more than 95%
radiochemical purity. 177Lu-ProBOMB2 was prepared in good radiochemical yield (45.5% 6 4.4%) and high speciﬁc activity
(421.8 6 5.2 GBq/mmol), with more than 99% radiochemical purity.
Binding Affinity and Antagonist Characterization

Ga-ProBOMB2 and Lu-ProBOMB2 binding afﬁnities were
measured in human GRPR-expressing PC-3 prostate cancer cells
and murine GRPR-expressing Swiss 3T3 cells (Supplemental Fig.
1; Fig. 2). The competitor 125I-Tyr4bombesin was successfully displaced in a dose-dependent manner by both compounds on PC-3
and Swiss 3T3 cells. Inhibition constants for Ga-ProBOMB2 and
Lu-ProBOMB2 on human GRPR-expressing PC-3 cells were
4.58 6 0.67 and 7.29 6 1.73 nM, respectively (n 5 3). Inhibition
constants for Ga-ProBOMB2 and Lu-ProBOMB2 on murine
GRPR-expressing Swiss 3T3 cells were 5.30 6 1.55 and
7.91 6 2.60 nM, respectively (n 5 3). There was no signiﬁcant
difference in binding afﬁnity for Ga-ProBOMB2 between murine
and human GRPR (P 5 0.528). Lu-ProBOMB2 also displayed no
signiﬁcant difference in binding afﬁnity between murine and
human GRPR (P 5 0.751).
Intracellular calcium release was measured for Ga-ProBOMB2
and Lu-ProBOMB2 using PC-3 cells (Supplemental Figs. 3 and
4). Adenosine triphosphate (50 nM) and bombesin (50 nM)
induced Ca21 efﬂux corresponding to 907.3 6 177.5 and
880.6 6 146.3 relative ﬂuorescence units (RFUs), compared with
6.0 6 2.7 RFUs for buffer control. For [D-Phe6,Leu-NHEt13,desMet14]bombesin(6–14) (50 nM), 5.7 6 0.7 RFUs was observed. For
Lu-ProBOMB2 (50 nM), 5.5 6 0.8 RFUs were recorded, whereas
Ga-ProBOMB2 (50 nM) elicited 6.4 6 1.0 RFUs. Ga-ProBOMB2
RFUs were igniﬁcantly lower from those of adenosine triphosphate
(P 5 0.002) and bombesin (P 5 0.001) but were not signiﬁcantly
different from those of [D-Phe6,LeuNHEt13,des-Met14]bombesin(6–14) (P 5
0.299). Lu-ProBOMB2 RFUs were signiﬁcantly lower than RFUs obtained with adenosine triphosphate (P 5 0.002) and
bombesin (P 5 0.001) but were not signiﬁcantly different from RFUs obtained with
[D-Phe6, Leu- NHEt13, des-Met14]bombesin(6–14) (P 5 0.719).
PET Imaging and Biodistribution

FIGURE 2. Fused maximum-intensity projection PET/CT and PET alone of 68Ga-ProBOMB2 in
PC-3 xenograft–bearing mice. Images were acquired at 1 h (A), 2 h (B), and 1 h with blocking (C) after
injection. Blocking was performed with coinjection of 100 mg of [D-Phe6,Leu-NHEt13,desMet14]bombesin(6–14).
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The PET and PET/CT images are shown
in Figure 2. There was clear visualization
of PC-3 tumor xenografts in mice by 68GaProBOMB2, which was excreted primarily
through the renal pathway. The urine contained the highest activity of 68Ga-ProBOMB2, followed by the tumor and
kidneys, respectively. Coinjection of the
blocking agent, [D-Phe6,Leu-NHEt13,des-

at 54.73 6 12.31 at 1 h after injection,
decreasing to 13.77 6 4.50 at 24 h.
Dosimetry

The absorbed doses in mice injected
with 177Lu-ProBOMB2 are shown in
Table 1. The bladder received the highest
dose, followed by the PC-3 tumor and the
kidneys.
Table 2 lists the estimated absorbed
whole - body dose for an average adult
male. These data remained consistent with
68
the mouse model. The highest estimated
FIGURE 3. Organ uptake (A) and tumor-to-organ ratios (B) of Ga-ProBOMB2. Time points are at
normal-organ dose was in the urinary
1 h and 2 h after injection in PC-3 xenograft–bearing mice. p.i. 5 after injection.
bladder, followed by the kidneys. The
Met14]bombesin(6–14), reduced tumor uptake of 68Ga-Pro- estimated pancreas dose remained low, along with other tissues of
BOMB2 by 65% at 1 h after injection. This was a signiﬁcant interest (e.g., gastrointestinal tract).
reduction in tumor uptake compared with the unblocked sample at
DISCUSSION
1 h after injection (P 5 0.0006).
PC-3 tumor uptake for 68Ga-ProBOMB2 was 10.80 6 2.56 and
GRPR is an attractive radiopharmaceutical target for cancer
8.79 6 3.01 %ID/g at 1 and 2 h after injection, respectively. There therapy and diagnosis because of its overexpression in many canwas no signiﬁcant difference between 1 and 2 h after injection cer types (1,17–19). Bombesin-based GRPR antagonists can image
(P 5 0.219). Kidney uptake for 68Ga-ProBOMB2 was 1.81 6 0.44 both primary and metastatic disease in patients, particularly in
and 1.27 6 0.31 %ID/g at 1 and 2 h after injection, respectively. estrogen receptor–positive breast cancer and prostate cancer
Blood, muscle, bone, and liver uptake of the PET tracer was less (5,6,8,20–22). The literature largely supports the use of GRPR
than 1 %ID/g across all time points (Fig. 3). Pancreas uptake was radiotracers for prostate cancer, for which it can be combined with
1.20 6 0.42 and 0.30 6 0.11 %ID/g at 1 and 2 h after injection, prostate-speciﬁc membrane antigen radiopharmaceuticals to
respectively. Tumor-to-blood ratio increased over time from enhance disease management (19,23). Some bombesin-based
22.19 6 3.51 at 1 h after injection to 75.32 6 28.59 at 2 h. Tumor- radiotracers often accumulate in the intestine and pancreas, negato-kidney ratios were 6.03 6 0.88 and 6.96 6 1.89 at 1 and 2 h after tively affecting tumor contrast (24,25). Incorporating a charged
injection, respectively. Tumor-to-pancreas ratios increased from hydrophilic linker in the radiotracer sequence can increase water
9.32 6 1.38 to 31.05 6 9.28 at 1 and 2 h after injection, respec- solubility, renal excretion, and tumor uptake of radiopharmaceutitively. Tumor-to-liver ratios remained high, increasing from cals to enhance image contrast (26,27). Novel 177Lu-ProBOMB2
26.18 6 6.43 at 1 h after injection to 34.99 6 16.10 at 2 h. Com- and 68Ga-ProBOMB2 contained the unique terminal LeucPro
plete biodistribution data are presented in Supplemental Table 1.
moiety used in ProBOMB1 but now include a cationic piperidine
spacer to improve tumor uptake and contrast (7,8).
SPECT Imaging and Biodistribution
Ga-ProBOMB2 and Lu-ProBOMB2 were found to be potent
177
The maximum-intensity-projection SPECT images of
LuGRPR antagonists, highly desirable for tolerability (3,4). 68GaProBOMB2 are shown in Figure 4. There was clear and highProBOMB2 and 177Lu-ProBOMB2 demonstrated high-contrast
contrast visualization of PC-3 tumor xenografts in mice by
visualization of GRPR-expressing PC-3 prostate cancer xenografts
177
Lu-ProBOMB2 at 1, 4, and 24 h, and the tracer was then
177
excreted renally. The highest activity for
Lu-ProBOMB2 was
observed in the urine, followed by the tumor and kidneys. Coinjection of the blocking agent, [D-Phe6,Leu-NHEt13,des-Met14]bombesin(6–14), decreased tumor uptake of 177Lu-ProBOMB2 by 80%
at 1 h after injection.
PC-3 tumor uptake for 177Lu-ProBOMB2 was 14.94 6 3.06,
4.75 6 2.06, 1.68 6 0.30, and 0.91 6 0.15 %ID/g at 1, 4, 24, and
72 h after injection, respectively. Kidney uptake for 177Lu-ProBOMB2 was 2.44 6 0.59 %ID/g at 1 h after injection, which by
24 h after injection dropped to 0.71 6 0.10 %ID/g. Pancreas uptake was 1.36 6 0.45 %ID/g at 1 h after injection, and at 4 h after
injection descended to 0.17 6 0.06 %ID/g. Blood, muscle, bone,
and liver uptake of the SPECT tracer was less than 1 %ID/g across
all time points (Fig. 5). Biodistribution data for all other collected
organs are presented in Supplemental Table 2. Tumor-to-blood
ratio increased over time from 35.34 6 8.47 at 1 h after injection to
320.13 6 160.30 at 24 h. Tumor-to-kidney ratios peaked at
6.33 6 1.60 at 1 h after injection, decreasing to 2.39 6 0.30 at 24 h. FIGURE 4. Fused maximum-intensity projection SPECT/CT of 177LuTumor-to-pancreas ratios increased from 11.70 6 3.08 at 1 h after ProBOMB2 in PC-3 xenograft–bearing mice. Acquisition time points are 1,
injection to 19.57 6 4.00 at 24 h. Tumor-to-liver ratios peaked 4, 24, and 72 h after injection. t 5 tumor.
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TABLE 2
Estimated Organ-Absorbed Doses of 177Lu-ProBOMB2 for
Adult Human Male
Target organ

177

FIGURE 5.
Lu-ProBOMB2
PC-3–bearing mice.

uptake

in

organs

of

interest

in

with minimal normal-organ uptake on PET and SPECT imaging,
respectively. Both radiotracers were rapidly excreted from the
blood and peripheral organs through the renal pathway. Blocking
studies conﬁrmed radiotracer speciﬁcity for GRPR. Although
blocking was not complete, decreasing tumor uptake from 10.8
%ID/g to 3.77 %ID/g, this decrease likely reﬂected an insufﬁcient
dose of the blocking competitor, [D-Phe6,Leu-NHEt13,desMet14]-bombesin, or differences in the clearance proﬁle of the
competitor relative to the radioligand. Complete biodistribution
studies corroborated the quality of the PET and SPECT images,
indicating high, rapid normal-organ clearance of the radiotracers
(Figs. 2 and 4). Tumor uptake peaked at 1 h after injection for
both the 68Ga and the 177Lu radiotracers, each with minimal pancreas and kidney uptake. These are unique outcomes, as previous
GRPR antagonists characteristically have signiﬁcant pancreas and
normal-organ accumulation (i.e., RM2 and NeoBOMB1) (19,20).
Our ProBOMB2 radiotracers have an inherent speciﬁcity for
TABLE 1
Absorbed Doses per Unit of Injected Activity in Mice for
177
Lu-ProBOMB2
Target organ

0.99

Large intestine

2.17

Small intestine

2.09

Stomach

1.89

Heart

2.24

Kidneys

42.70

Liver

9.34

Lungs

7.50

Pancreas

8.64

Bone

6.28

Spleen

8.15

Testes

2.76

Thyroid

0.83

Bladder

632.00

Remainder of body
Tumor
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5.64
134.63
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Adrenals

7.51E203

Brain

7.43E–035

Esophagus

3.18E–034

Eyes

2.57E–034

Gallbladder wall

3.91E–034

Left colon

7.57E–034

Small intestine

7.54E–034

Stomach wall

3.67E–034

Right colon

5.48E–034

Rectum

7.06E–034

Heart

7.45E–034

Kidneys

1.53E–032

Liver

3.15E–033

Lungs

2.75E–033

Pancreas

2.82E–033

Prostate

6.09E–034

Salivary glands

2.65E–034

Red marrow

3.45E–034

Skeleton

4.72E–034

Spleen

2.73E–033

Testes

6.96E–034

Thymus

2.96E–034

Thyroid

2.84E–034

Urinary bladder

5.27E–032

Remainder of body

8.03E–034

GRPR-positive cancer tissue but not healthy tissue that expresses
GRPR (i.e., the pancreas). Our binding afﬁnity experiments
showed that that the lack of pancreas and intestine uptake is not
due to the interspecies difference in the GRPR structure of our animal model; rather, it is a unique property of ProBOMB2 that warrants further investigation.
The biodistribution of 68Ga-ProBOMB2, compared with that of
68
Ga-NeoBOMB1, found that at 1 h after injection there was a signiﬁcantly lower retention of 68Ga-ProBOMB2 in nontarget tissues,
such as the blood, intestines, stomach, liver, pancreas, and kidneys
(P , 0.05), while maintaining similar tumor uptake (P . 0.05)
(Fig. 6) (8). The same pattern was observed when comparing
177
Lu-ProBOMB2 with 177Lu-NeoBOMB1. The signiﬁcantly
higher tumor uptake for 177Lu-ProBOMB2 than for 177Lu-NeoBOMB1 (P , 0.05) at 1 h after injection is a promising characteristic, as there was signiﬁcantly lower uptake of our radiotracer in
the blood, intestine, pancreas, and liver (P , 0.05) (Fig. 6) (7).
However, 177Lu-ProBOMB2 had signiﬁcant washout from the
tumor at 4 h after injection, resulting in lower tumor uptake than
that of 177Lu-NeoBOMB1 (Fig. 6). The GRPR radiotracer proﬁle
of high pancreas uptake is also observed in RM2, a clinically
established GRPR-speciﬁc radiotracer (22). 68Ga-RM2 presented
with notably high pancreas uptake in both preclinical and clinical
studies (20,22). With the same prostate cancer model as in our

Absorbed dose (mGy/MBq)

Brain

Absorbed dose (mGy/MBq)

'
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tumor clearance of our radiotracer. In future
iterations, the radiotracer’s biologic half-life
can be increased using albumin binders to
attenuate bladder dosing and mitigate tissue
damage. The remaining organs had a low
absorbed dose and were comparable to each
other. When compared with published data
for 177Lu-labeled NeoBOMB1 and ProBOMB1, the predicted dose with 177LuProBOMB2 for a human adult male was
much lower for many key organs (Fig. 7).
The average male would be expected to
receive approximately a 100 times lower
dose to the pancreas with 177Lu-ProBOMB2 than with 177Lu-NeoBOMB1.
The favorable distribution proﬁle of
ProBOMB2 has the potential to reduce
radiation exposure to normal organs and
is a promising alternative for therapy of
GRPR-positive cancers.
CONCLUSION

We synthesized ProBOMB2, a GRPRtargeting peptide with nanomolar afﬁnity
for the receptor, and successfully radiolabeled it with 68Ga and 177Lu. 68Ga- and
177
Lu-ProBOMB2 were able to provide
high-contrast images of GRPR-expressing
tumors in a preclinical human prostate cancer model with PET
and SPECT, respectively, with minimal pancreas uptake. With
high tumor-to-pancreas and normal-organ uptake ratios and favorable dosimetry, 68Ga- and 177Lu-ProBOMB2 warrant further
investigation as a theranostic pair for cancer imaging and therapy.

FIGURE 6. (A) Comparison of 68Ga-ProBOMB2 and 68Ga-NeoBOMB1 biodistributions in key
organs in PC-3 tumor–bearing mice. Biodistribution data are for 1 h after injection (left) and 2 h after
injection (right) (8). (B) Comparison of 177Lu-ProBOMB2 and 177Lu-NeoBOMB1 uptake in key organs
in PC-3 tumor–bearing mice. Biodistribution data are for 1 h after injection (left) and 4 h after injection
(right) (7).

study, 68Ga-RM2 achieved similar tumor uptake at 1 and 2 h after
injection but had higher pancreatic accumulation (20).
Both 177Lu-ProBOMB2 and 68Ga-ProBOMB2 are strong candidates for clinical translation. They demonstrated rapid clearance,
resulting in high tumor-to-blood, -bone, and -muscle ratios. Importantly, a high tumor-to-pancreas ratio was obtained, with pancreas
being the common dose-limiting organ for 177Lu-RM2 and 177LuNeoBOMB1 (5,28). ProBOMB2 is a GRPR antagonist, and there
was washout of the radiotracer from the tumor over time. Sustained tumor uptake is desirable to enhance the radiation dose
delivered to tumors relative to normal organs. Further improvements in tumor retention may be achieved by improving the metabolic stability of bombesin derivatives.
Because ProBOMB2 was excreted primarily renally, the bladder
received the highest absorbed dose in our mouse model, followed by
the kidneys (Table 2). This route is likely due to high blood and
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KEY POINTS
QUESTION: How well does the peptide ProBOMB2 bind to GRPR
and allow imaging of GRPR-positive cancers when radiolabeled
with either 68Ga or 177Lu?
PERTINENT FINDINGS: ProBOMB2 radiolabeled with 68Ga or
177
Lu accumulated speciﬁcally in GRPR-positive neoplastic tissue,
with minimal normal-organ uptake. Uptake in the pancreas was
signiﬁcantly decreased, compared with previous GRPR-targeting
radiopeptides (i.e., NeoBomb1), while maintaining sustained tumor
uptake.

FIGURE 7. Estimated human absorbed doses of
BOMB1 and ProBOMB2 for average adult male (7).

177

Lu-labeled Neo-

IMPLICATIONS FOR PATIENT CARE: ProBOMB2 accumulates
in GRPR-positive neoplasms while having lower uptake in healthy
tissues (i.e., the pancreas), thus improving image contrast for diagnostic use and reducing off-target tissue damage for therapeutic
applications.
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Sex Differences and Caffeine Impact in Adenosine-Induced
Hyperemia
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Caffeine consumption before adenosine stress myocardial perfusion
imaging (MPI) is known to affect the hemodynamic response and,
thus, reduce the stress myocardial blood ﬂow (MBF) and myocardial
ﬂow reserve (MFR) assessments. However, it is not clear if any sexspeciﬁc differences in the hemodynamic response after caffeine consumption exist. This study aimed to evaluate if such differences exist
and, if so, their impact on MBF and MFR assessments. Methods:
This study comprised 40 healthy volunteers (19 women). All volunteers
underwent 4 serial rest/stress MPI sessions using 82Rb; 2 sessions
were acquired without controlled caffeine consumption, and 2 sessions after oral ingestion of either 100 and 300 mg of caffeine or 200
and 400 mg of caffeine. For the caffeine imaging sessions, caffeine
was ingested orally 1 h before the MPI scan. Results: Increase in
plasma caffeine concentration (PCC) (mg/L) after consumption of caffeine was larger in women (MPI session without caffeine vs. MPI session with caffeine: women 5 0.3 6 0.2 vs. 5.4 6 5.1, men 5 0.1 6 0.2
vs. 2.7 6 2.6, both P , 0.001). Caffeine consumption led to reduced
stress MBF and MFR assessments for men whereas no changes were
reported for women (women [PCC , 1 mg/L vs. PCC $ 1 mg/L]:
stress MBF 5 3.3 6 0.6 vs. 3.0 6 0.8 mL/g/min, P 5 0.07; MFR 5 3.7
6 0.6 vs. 3.5 6 1.0, P 5 0.35; men [PCC , 1 mg/L vs. PCC $ 1 mg/L]:
stress MBF 5 2.7 6 0.7 vs. 2.1 6 1.0 mL/g/min, P 5 0.005; MFR 5 3.8
6 1.0 vs. 3.1 6 1.4, P 5 0.018). Signiﬁcant differences in the stress
MBF were observed for the 2 sexes (both P # 0.001), whereas similar
MFR was reported (both P $ 0.12). Conclusion: Associations
between increases in PCC and reductions in stress MBF and MFR
were observed for men, whereas women did not have the same
hemodynamic response. Stress MBF was affected at lower PCCs in
men than women.
Key Words: caffeine; adenosine; myocardial ﬂow reserve; PET; stress
myocardial blood ﬂow
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M

yocardial blood ﬂow (MBF) and myocardial ﬂow reserve
(MFR) assessments have become central in the clinical assessment
of cardiac 82Rb in PET. The valid measures of stress MBF and
MFR require a full hemodynamic response during the acquisition.
Adenosine is a frequently used pharmacologic stressor that attaches
to the A2A-adenosine receptor that mediates coronary vasodilation
(1,2). When using adenosine as a pharmacologic stressor, patients
are recommended to refrain from beverages, food, and analgesics
containing caffeine for at least 12 h before the imaging session to
avoid subpar stressing of the patients as caffeine nonselectively
blocks the A2A-adenosine receptor (1–3). Consumption of caffeine
has been shown to reduce the hemodynamic response even at plasma
concentrations as low as 1 mg/L, which might introduce falsepositive ﬁndings after the consequential reductions in the stress
MBF and MFR (4–6). Although elevated caffeine plasma concentrations are known to affect the hemodynamic response when using
adenosine as a stressing agent (4,5,7), it is unknown whether any
sex-speciﬁc differences in the hemodynamic response exist (5,8).
This study aimed to evaluate the potential inﬂuence of sex on
the association between plasma caffeine concentrations and stress
MBF and MFR, respectively.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
Study Population

This study comprised 40 young healthy volunteers (19 women)
(median age 5 23 y, interquartile range [IQR] 5 22; 25) recruited for
rest/adenosine-stress myocardial perfusion 82Rb PET/CT from September 2016 to March 2017. Median volunteer weight was 70.0 kg (IQR 5
62.0; 79.5 kg), with corresponding median body mass index of 22.0
(IQR 5 20.5; 23.8). The volunteers underwent 4 serial PET/CT imaging
sessions within 27 d (IQR 5 17; 36), acquired with and without controlled caffeine consumption before the imaging session. Inclusion criteria were age .18 y, no participation in studies testing drugs, no regular
consumption of medicine, no known medical condition, and no use of
tobacco and euphoric substances (except alcohol) within 3 mo before
study participation. Exclusion criteria were pregnancy, allergy, intolerance to theophylline or adenosine, any prior medical history of asthma,
or inability to adhere to the study protocol. The Scientiﬁc Ethics Committee of the Capital Region of Denmark (protocol no. H-15009293) and
the Danish Data Protection Agency approved this study, and all volunteers provided informed oral and written consent.
Imaging Protocol

PET Acquisition. The 40 healthy volunteers were divided into 2
groups, both undergoing 4 82Rb PET/CT imaging sessions, each
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rate–pressure product (RPP), deﬁned as RPP 5 (systolic blood pressure)/(heart rate); corrected rest MBF 5 (rest MBF)/RPP 3 6,500
and corrected stress MBF 5 (stress MBF)/RPP 38,600. Stress MBF
and MFR above 3.0 were considered normal (14).
Repeatability. Test–retest repeatability of the rest and stress MBF
and the MFR were calculated for the baseline scans (0 mg of caffeine
ingested) with plasma caffeine concentrations , 1 mg/L using the
coefﬁcient of variance (15).
Coronary Vascular Resistance (CVR). CVR was obtained for all
scans using Equation 2 (16).
CVR 5 0:33 3

ð2 3 diastolic blood pressure 1 systolic blood pressureÞ
MBF

(Eq. 1)

FIGURE 1. Imaging protocol. (A) Acquisition protocol for each of the
4 PET/CT imaging sessions. Both rest and stress scans were acquired
over 6 min. (B) Study protocol for the 40 healthy volunteers. CTAC 5 computed tomographic attenuation correction.

consisting of an 82Rb rest–stress protocol (Fig. 1A). All PET acquisitions, targeting injection doses of 1,100 MBq (30 mCi) 82Rb, were
obtained in 3-dimensional mode on a 128-slice Biograph mCT PET/CT
system (Siemens Healthineers) and stored in list-mode format (9). Pharmacologic stressing was obtained using adenosine infused at 140 mg/kg/
min for 6 min with PET emission acquisition starting 2.5 min into the
infusion (Fig. 1A). Before the rest scans, the volunteers underwent a
low-dose CT for attenuation-correction purposes (120kVp; effective tube
current, 26 mA [11 mAs quality reference]) acquired using a freebreathing protocol (10). The volunteers were instructed to abstain from
caffeine at least 24 h before each of the 4 imaging sessions. All study
volunteers underwent 2 imaging sessions without ingestion of caffeine and 2 imaging sessions after the ingestion of caffeine in a controlled setting using caffeine tablets (Fig. 1B). The caffeine tablets
were dissolved in hot water and orally ingested 60 min before the
rest perfusion scans. One-half of the volunteers had 2 serial imaging
sessions with ingestion of 100 and 300 mg of caffeine, whereas the
other half of the study volunteers underwent 2 serial imaging sessions
after the ingestion of 200 and 400 mg of caffeine (Fig. 1B). The 4 imaging sessions were obtained in a randomized fashion. For this study, the
plasma caffeine concentration is reported at the time of the stress myocardial perfusion imaging (MPI), thus, as an
average of the measurements obtained at 75
and 90 min. All plasma caffeine concentrations were measured using high-performance
liquid chromatography-mass spectrometry.

In Equation 2, MBF represents the scan-speciﬁc MBF. Both diastolic and systolic blood pressures were obtained during the PET emission acquisitions.
Regression plots for correlation between ingested caffeine and blood
plasma concentration caffeine were calculated for all scans, using averaged plasma caffeine concentrations obtained at 75 and 90 min.
Concentration–response curves were obtained using a nonlinear
curve-ﬁt model, and the half-maximal relaxation (EC50, half-maximal
effective concentration) was determined:
y 5 bottom 1

ðtop 2 bottomÞ
1 1 10ððlogEC50 2 xÞ & slopeÞ

(Eq. 2)

Statistical Analysis

Differences in the MBF and MFR were quantiﬁed using multivariable assessments (ANOVA) in R (GNU project). Descriptive analyses
of continuous values were reported as mean 6 SD and range or median
and IQR. Two-tailed P values of less than 0.05 were considered statistically signiﬁcant. All data were checked for normality using the
Sharpio–Wilk test. Dependency of MFR and caffeine ingestion was
determined using a 2-way ANOVA, with P values less than 0.05 being
considered signiﬁcant. Regressional analyses between plasma caffeine
concentration and ingested caffeine were obtained for both sexes.
RESULTS
Study Population

A total of 40 volunteers underwent 4 serial PET/CT scans within
27 d (IQR 5 17; 36). The volunteers had a median age of 23 y

PET Reconstruction Protocol and Data
Processing. The 6-min-long PET acquisi-

tions were reconstructed into dynamic image
series consisting of 18 frames (1 3 10 , 8 3 5,
3 3 10, 2 3 20, and 4 3 60 s) using the vendor
iterative ordered-subset expectation-maximization 3-dimensional reconstruction method (2
iterations, 21 subsets), with corrections for
time of ﬂight and point-spread function. All
data were smoothened using 6.5-mm gaussian
postﬁltering. MBF was calculated using the
Lortie model (11), and MFR was calculated
as the ratio of the stress and rest MBF (12)
in dedicated software (QPET; Cedars-Sinai
Medical Center (13)). We report MBF and
MFR with and without corrections for the
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FIGURE 2. Rest MBF obtained in the volunteers sorted by sex and plasma caffeine concentration
with and without RPP correction. W 5 women; M 5 men; RPP 5 rate pressure product; N 5 number
of MPI sessions fulﬁlling the criteria.
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TABLE 1
Heart Rate (Beats per Minute) Obtained During Scans Using 4 Levels of Plasma Caffeine Concentration
Plasma caffeine concentration (mg/L)
PCC

#1

1,x#3

3,x#5

.5

Women

62.4 6 10.8 (31)

51.4 6 7.3* (31)

68.0 6 14.3 (6)

60.9 6 10.6 (29)

Men

60.2 6 13.0 (38)

53.8 6 12.1 (12)

55.7 6 9.0† (14)

60.1 6 9.3 (14)

92.5 6 14.4

79.3 6 23.6*

91.5 6 9.7

78.2 6 15.2*

Rest

Stress
Women
Men

80.9 6 19.7

†

73.3 6 18.8

74.4 6 15.8

†

70.6 6 13.2

*Signiﬁcant variations in the heart rate between the baseline scans (plasma caffeine concentration , 1 mg/L) and studies with
increased plasma caffeine concentrations.
†
Intersex differences in the heart rate observed for the respective plasma caffeine concentrations.
Numbers given in parentheses for the rest scans indicate the number of MPI sessions fulﬁlling the criteria. Differences were
considered signiﬁcant for P , 0.05.
PCC 5 plasma caffeine concentration.

(IQR 5 522; 25), and 19 (47.5%) were women. Average body mass
index of the volunteers was 22.7 6 3.2 (women 5 21.9 6 3.1,
men 5 23.5 6 3.0, P 5 0.08). The median habitual daily coffee consumption was 2 cups (IQR 5 1.5; 3) (women 5 2, IQR 5 1.5; 3 and
men 5 2, IQR 5 1.5; 3, P 5 0.59) per day, representing a median
caffeine intake from coffee of 200 mg/d (IQR 5 150–300).
Of the 40 volunteers, 1 volunteer (man) was excluded due to
failure to comply with the protocol. In addition, 4 scans were
excluded because of signiﬁcant motion during the scans (0-mg
scans: n 5 2; 200-mg scan: n 5 1, 400-mg scan: n 5 1). In total,
152 of the 160 acquired imaging sessions (95%) were used for the
subsequent analyses.
Rest MBF

Rest MBF assessments are shown in Figure 2. Signiﬁcant differences in the rest MBF assessments for the 2 sexes were observed
for MPI sessions with plasma caffeine concentrations # 1 mg/L
(P , 0.001) (no caffeine ingested) and $ 5 mg/L (P 5 0.027) (caffeine ingested). Reduced heart rates were observed in the women
after ingestion of caffeine whereas men had stable heart rates
(Table 1). Similar test–retest repeatability coefﬁcients were reported
for the men and women (16.1% and 13.5% [P 5 0.42], respectively) (Table 2). Women had higher diastolic pressure than men
(62.3 6 6.4 vs. 59.7 6 7.8 mm Hg, P 5 0.02) whereas lower systolic blood pressure was reported for women (104.6 6 12.1 vs.
112.3 6 12.4 mm Hg, P , 0.001) (Tables 3 and 4). No difference in
RPP was observed between the 2 sexes (RPP rest: 6,394 6 1,400 vs.
6,481 6 1,488 [P 5 0.72]) (Table 5). At rest, men had increased
CVR when compared with women (Table 6).
Stress MBF

Women had higher heart rate and diastolic blood pressure,
whereas systolic blood pressure was decreased when compared
with men (heart rate: 85.1 6 16.8 vs. 76.2 6 18.0 beats per
minute, diastolic blood pressure: 63.9 6 9.1 vs. 57.3 6 8.8 mm Hg,
systolic blood pressure: 103.6 6 12.1 vs. 109.4 6 12.3 mm Hg,
all P , 0.005) (Tables 1, 3, and 4). No difference was observed
for RPP in women and men (8,833 6 2,098 vs. 8,318 6 2,155,
P 5 0.14, Table 5).

Increased stress MBF assessments were reported for women
when compared with men (stress MBF [mL/g/min]: women vs. men
[plasma caffeine concentration , 1 mg/L, no caffeine ingestion]:
3.3 6 0.6 vs. 2.7 6 0.7, [plasma caffeine concentration $ 1 mg/L,
caffeine ingestion]: 3.0 6 0.8 vs. 2.1 6 1.0, both P , 0.001) (Fig. 3).
Similar test–retest repeatability coefﬁcients were reported for the
men and women (18.4% and 10.9% (P 5 0.29), respectively)
(Table 2). Signiﬁcant changes in the hemodynamic response
were observed for the men. In contrast, consistent stress MBF
assessments were observed for women at plasma caffeine
concentrations below 5 mg/L (Fig. 3). Corresponding to the
change in the hemodynamic response, CVR was observed to
increase for men even at low plasma caffeine concentrations,
whereas no changes in CVR were observed for women (Table 6).
Linear correlations between ingested caffeine and plasma concentrations of caffeine in both men and women were observed
(Fig. 4). Increased plasma caffeine concentrations were measured in women compared with men for the same doses of
ingested caffeine. Furthermore, an almost 3-fold increase in the
sensitivity to caffeine was observed in men, with consequential
reductions in the stress MBF assessments (EC50 [mg/L]: men
# 3, women # 8) (Fig. 5). Multivariable analyses including stress
MBF, sex, and plasma caffeine concentrations revealed that both
caffeine plasma concentration (P , 0.001), sex (P , 0.001), and
TABLE 2
Test–Retest Repeatability (Measured as Coefﬁcient of
Variation) for Baseline MPI Sessions (0 mg of Caffeine
Ingested)
Coefficient of variation

Rest

Stress

MFR

Women (n 5 19)

13.5%

10.6%

12.9%

Men (n 5 20)

16.1%

18.4%

20.6%

Combined (n 5 39)

15.8%

15.3%

17.8%

No differences in test–retest repeatability was observed
between the 2 sexes.
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TABLE 3
Diastolic Blood Pressure Obtained During Scans Using 4 Levels of Plasma Caffeine Concentration
Plasma caffeine concentration (mg/L)
PCC

#1

1,x#3

3,x#5

.5

Women

60.9 6 6.5 (31)

62.3 6 4.6 (8)

60.5 6 8.3 (6)

64.2 6 6.4 (29)

Men

57.9 6 9.1 (38)

61.2 6 7.3 (12)

60.4 6 5.7 (14)

62.2 6 5.7 (14)

60.8 6 9.0

68.4 6 10.2

60.4 6 5.7

66.3 6 8.8*

61.0 6 9.8*

58.7 6 8.1

59.5 6 6.8†

Rest

Stress
Women
Men

54.7 6 9.0

†

*Signiﬁcant variations in the diastolic blood pressure between the baseline scans (plasma caffeine concentration , 1 mg/L) and
studies with increased plasma caffeine concentrations.
†
Intersex differences in the diastolic blood pressure observed for the respective plasma caffeine concentrations.
Numbers given in parentheses for the rest scans indicate the number of MPI sessions fulﬁlling the criteria. Differences were
considered signiﬁcant for P , 0.05.
PCC 5 plasma caffeine concentration.

the interaction of the 2 (P 5 0.049) had a signiﬁcant impact on
stress MBF assessments.

DISCUSSION

In this randomized controlled crossover trial, we evaluated the
impact of plasma caffeine concentrations on stress MBF and MFR
assessments in healthy volunteers. The main ﬁnding was a sexspeciﬁc response in stress MBF and MFR assessments when the
volunteers had stress perfusion imaging after caffeine consumption. Multivariable analyses of the data revealed that sex, caffeine
concentration, and the interaction of the 2 were strongly associated
with changes in stress MBF and MFR. Hence, in healthy volunteers, caffeine intake was associated with a different hemodynamic
response in men and women with consequential differences in the
stress MBF and MFR assessments. Men were found more sensitive to caffeine concentration, where plasma caffeine concentrations as low as 1.2 mg/L might affect the perfusion estimates
compared with 7.1 mg/L in women.
Baseline rest and stress MBF (plasma caffeine concentrations
, 1 mg/L) were increased in women, which might be explained by

MFR

Comparable MFR assessments were observed for women and
men (Fig. 6), with similar repeatability coefﬁcients for the
2 sexes (women 5 12.9%, men 5 20.6% [P 5 0.21]) (Table 2).
However, MFR was reduced in men when plasma caffeine
concentrations exceeded 5 mg/L, whereas women had stable
MFR at all plasma caffeine concentrations (Fig. 6). On an
individual basis, MFR might be reduced even at plasma concentrations as low as 1.2 mg/L in men and 7.1 mg/L in women.
Multivariable analyses including MFR, sex, and plasma caffeine concentrations revealed that sex and caffeine plasma
concentration (both P , 0.001), as well as the interaction of
sex and plasma caffeine concentration (P 5 0.049), had a signiﬁcant impact on the MFR assessments.

TABLE 4
Systolic Blood Pressure Obtained During Scans Using 4 Plasma Caffeine Concentration
Plasma caffeine concentration (mg/L)
PCC

#1

1,x#3

3,x#5

.5

Rest
Women

102.6 6 9.9 (31)

103.9 6 8.1 (8)

Men

108.9 6 10.7 (38)

112.6 6 10.0 (12)

99.2 6 17.3 (6)

108.7 6 13.6 (29)

112.5 6 10.7 (14)

114.9 6 9.3 (14)

102.3 6 6.4

105.9 6 12.3

Stress
Women
Men

92.5 6 14.4
107.0 6 12.7

96.5 6 17.7
†

†

110.6 6 13.5

112.1 6 10.1

111.5 6 12.1

*Within-sex variations in the systolic blood pressure between the baseline scans (plasma caffeine concentration , 1 mg/L) and studies
with increased plasma caffeine concentrations.
†
Intersex differences in the systolic blood pressure observed for the respective plasma caffeine concentrations.
Numbers given in parentheses for the rest scans indicate the number of MPI sessions fulﬁlling the criteria. Differences were
considered signiﬁcant for P , 0.05.
PCC 5 plasma caffeine concentration.
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TABLE 5
RPP Stratiﬁed for the 2 Sexes at 4 Levels of Plasma Caffeine Concentration
Plasma caffeine concentration (mg/L)
PCC

#1

1,x#3

3,x#5

.5

Rest
Women

6,422 6 1,381 (31)

5,329 6 797* (8)

6,626 6 1,253 (6)

6,627 6 1,475 (29)

Men

6,504 6 1,381 (38)

6,100 6 1,739 (12)

6,429 6 1,075 (14)

6,786 6 1,447 (14)

Women

9,624 6 2,013

7,480 6 2,093*

9,328 6 702

8,333 6 2,105*

Men

8,742 6 2,350

8,208 6 2,757

8,279 6 1,666

7,770 6 1,703

Stress

*Sex-speciﬁc differences between the baseline scan (0 mg) and the respective plasma caffeine concentrations.
Numbers given in parentheses for the rest scans indicate the number of MPI sessions fulﬁlling the criteria. Differences were
considered signiﬁcant for P , 0.05.
PCC 5 plasma caffeine concentration.

the estrogenic effect on the vascular tone (17). Several studies
have shown an evident trend for higher plasma caffeine and lower
plasma paraxanthine (the most active caffeine metabolite) concentrations in women as compared with men, suggesting that women
metabolize caffeine slower than men. Women with higher estrogen
levels have been reported to have decreased cytochrome P450
1A2 enzyme activity and decreased caffeine clearance (18). Furthermore, a study has reported that women have 25% higher adenosine A1A (at messenger RNA level) receptor and 40% lower A2A
receptor expression (at messenger RNA level) than men and ovariectomized women (19). Thus, one can speculate that the differences in antagonistic potency of caffeine observed between men
and women in our study is partially attributed to sex-related
expression, adenosine receptor reserve, and intracellular signaling.
However, the mechanism(s) involved are likely to be more complex and need to be scrutinized in future studies.
Stress MBF and MFR were observed to ﬂuctuate for the women
at different plasma caffeine concentrations. These effects may
be caused by the low number of measurements obtained for the

plasma caffeine concentrations ranging between 1 and 5 mg/L and,
thus, statistical noise. The general reduction in stress MBF for
scans obtained after caffeine consumption reported for the male
volunteers was in concurrence with previous studies (5,7,16).
Test–retest repeatability was tested for the baseline scans for all
subjects with concurrent plasma caffeine concentrations , 1 mg/L.
In this context, test–retest repeatability was found in concordance
with previous studies evaluating the short-term variation in rest
MBF (15). The concurrent test–retest repeatability measures,
therefore, suggest that reductions in the MBF and MFR assessments observed for high plasma caffeine concentrations were
introduced by the ingestion of caffeine. This ﬁnding is supported
by the observed physiologic responses to caffeine ingestion. In
concordance with previous studies, women had greater increases
in diastolic blood pressure after caffeine administration than men
(Table 3) (20,21). One explanation for this effect may be men
have a more sensitive baroreﬂex than women (20,21). Further,
sex differences in hemodynamic response to caffeine may be
related to sex steroid hormone concentrations (22–24). When

TABLE 6
CVR Obtained for Rest and Stress Using 4 Levels of Plasma Caffeine Concentration
Plasma caffeine concentration (mg/L)
PCC

#1

1,x#3

3,x#5

.5

Rest
Women
Men

82.9 6 19.4 (31)

85.7 6 16.8 (8)

77.0 6 18.5 (6)

92.6 6 21.1 (29)

105.5 6 30.7* (38)

101.3 6 26.5 (12)

102.1 6 27.6 (14)

152.9 6 25.9*† (14)

Stress
Women

25.8 6 5.9

23.0 6 7.2

21.8 6 1.4

23.6 6 8.8

Men

27.5 6 8.2

33.0 6 15.2

45.2 6 25.6*†

51.8 6 14.8*†

*Signiﬁcant differences for men and women.
Sex-speciﬁc differences between the baseline scan (0 mg) and the respective plasma caffeine concentrations.
Numbers given in parentheses for the rest scans indicate the number of MPI sessions fulﬁlling the criteria. Differences were
considered signiﬁcant for P , 0.05.
PCC 5 plasma caffeine concentration.
†
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in the volume of distribution may also
explain some of the differences in the perfusion response to caffeine between sexes
(27). Regional conditions favor regadenoson
and dipyridamole over adenosine as the
drugs of choice. Although only adenosine
was evaluated in this study, it is likely
that our ﬁndings can also apply to regadenoson and dipyridamole.
Study Limitations

This study was conducted in healthy
young volunteers with normal cardiac perfusion without perfusion defects, and we
cannot rule out that results would have
differed in the typical patient population
FIGURE 3. Stress MBF obtained in the volunteers sorted by sex and plasma caffeine concentration,
undergoing cardiac 82Rb PET testing.
with and without RPP correction. W 5 women; M 5 men; RPP 5 rate pressure product; N 5 number
Patient populations are often elderly and
of MPI sessions fulﬁlling the criteria.
have an intermediate likelihood of ischemic heart disease in addition to lower sex
hormone concentrations, caffeine phartaken together, these studies suggest that men are more responsive macokinetics, and pharmacodynamics. Combined, these differto caffeine than women, a hypothesis supported by the ﬁndings in ences might cause different hemodynamic responses than those
this study since caffeine had a greater potency in reducing stress reported in this study. However, we ﬁnd that an establishment of
MBF in men than women (Fig. 5). Caffeine competitively blocks sex-speciﬁc data in young normal volunteers is important before
all adenosine receptors (A1, A2A, A2B, A3), resulting in a compen- investigating the impact of caffeine consumption in an elderly
satory increase in adenosine concentration, which in turn stimu- cohort in whom comorbidities and coronary artery disease are
lates circulating chemoreceptors and other receptors (25). In adult common. Another limitation is that our study was conducted in
mammals, it has been suggested that A2A receptors are implicated a single center using only 1 imaging system, which might affect
in O2 sensing by carotid glomus cells (chemoreceptors) and are the overall MBF and MFR assessments.
involved in the transduction mechanisms of O2 sensing in carotid
bodies. Therefore, excessive adenosine can activate chemorecepCONCLUSION
tors via binding to A2A receptors located in carotid bodies, thereby
increasing sympathetic outﬂow of catecholamines leading to an
In healthy volunteers, we found that caffeine consumption
increase in vascular resistance, and renin secretion (26). In this before MPI affected men and women differently. Associations
study, CVR was found to increase in men when the plasma caf- between plasma caffeine and signiﬁcant reductions in stress MBF
feine concentration increased, whereas women had no signiﬁcant and MFR were found at lower plasma caffeine concentrations in
changes in the CVR after ingestion of caffeine (Table 6). Sex dif- men than in women.
ferences in the clearance of plasma-protein-binding and differences

FIGURE 4. Relationship between ingested caffeine (mg) and the corresponding plasma caffeine concentrations (mg/L). The plasma caffeine
concentrations obtained at 75 and 90 min are given as mean 6 SEM in
both men (closed blue triangles, n 5 9–20) and women (closed red circles,
n 5 9–18).
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Striatal Acetylcholine–Dopamine Imbalance in Parkinson Disease:
In Vivo Neuroimaging Study with Dual-Tracer PET and
Dopaminergic PET–Informed Correlational Tractography
Carlos A. Sanchez-Catasus1–3, Nicolaas I. Bohnen1,3–5, Nicholas D’Cruz6, and Martijn L.T.M. M€
uller1,3
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Healthcare System, Ann Arbor, Michigan; and 6Department of Rehabilitation Sciences, KU Leuven, Leuven, Belgium

Previous studies of animal models of Parkinson disease (PD) suggest
an imbalance between striatal acetylcholine and dopamine, although
other studies have questioned this. To our knowledge, there are no
previous in vivo neuroimaging studies examining striatal acetylcholine–
dopamine imbalance in PD patients. Using cholinergic and dopaminergic PET (18F-ﬂuoroethoxybenzovesamicol [18F-FEOBV] and
11
C-dihydrotetrabenazine [11C-DTBZ], respectively) and correlational
tractography, our aim was to investigate the acetylcholine–dopamine
interaction at 2 levels of dopaminergic loss in PD subjects: integrity
loss of the nigrostriatal dopaminergic white matter tract and loss at
the presynaptic-terminal level. Methods: The study involved 45 subjects with mild to moderate PD (36 men, 9 women; mean age, 66.3 6
6.3 y, disease duration, 5.8 6 3.6 y; Hoehn and Yahr stage, 2.2 6 0.6)
and 15 control subjects (9 men, 6 women; mean age, 69.1 6 8.6 y).
PET imaging was performed using standard protocols. We ﬁrst estimated the integrity of the dopaminergic nigrostriatal white matter
tracts in PD subjects by incorporating molecular information from
striatal 11C-DTBZ PET into the ﬁber tracking process using correlational tractography (based on quantitative anisotropy [QA], a measure
of tract integrity). Subsequently, we used voxel-based correlation to
test the association of the mean QA of the nigrostriatal tract of each
cerebral hemisphere with the striatal 18F-FEOBV distribution volume
ratio (DVR) in PD subjects. The same analysis was performed for
11
C-DTBZ DVR in 12 striatal subregions (presynaptic-terminal level).
Results: Unlike 11C-DTBZ DVR in striatal subregions, the mean QA
of the nigrostriatal tract of the most affected hemisphere showed a
negative correlation with a striatal cluster of 18F-FEOBV DVR in PD
subjects (corrected P 5 0.039). We also found that the mean
18
F-FEOBV DVR within this cluster was higher in the PD group than in
the control group (P 5 0.01). Cross-validation analyses conﬁrmed
these ﬁndings. We also found an increase in bradykinesia ratings
associated with increased acetylcholine–dopamine imbalance in the
most affected hemisphere (r 5 0.41, P 5 0.006). Conclusion: Our
results provide evidence for the existence of striatal acetylcholine–
dopamine imbalance in early PD and may provide an avenue for testing in vivo effects of therapeutic strategies aimed at restoring striatal
acetylcholine–dopamine balance in PD.
Key Words: Parkinson disease; acetylcholine–dopamine imbalance;
dopaminergic nigrostriatal connectivity; 18F-FEOBV PET; 11C-DTBZ
PET
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triatal cholinergic interneurons are the main source of cholinergic innervation in the striatum (1,2). Although these interneurons
represent a small percentage of all striatal neurons, they are distributed throughout the striatum and their presynaptic terminals
overlap with dopaminergic axonal projections originating in the
substantia nigra pars compacta (2). A prevailing view is that the
acetylcholine and dopamine signaling systems must be in dynamic
balance in the striatum for optimal movement control (3,4).
Parkinson disease (PD) is a neurodegenerative movement disorder characterized by nigrostriatal dopaminergic losses (5,6). These
losses may result in a striatal acetylcholine–dopamine imbalance
(3), at least in the early disease stages. Although several animal
model studies support this concept (7–9), other studies have questioned the acetylcholine–dopamine imbalance model (10–12). For
example, Herrera-Marschitz et al. found that striatal acetylcholine
levels were not modiﬁed by unilateral dopaminergic deafferentation in a rat model (10). In a subsequent study, they suggested that
striatal dopamine and acetylcholine release is modulated by independent mechanisms (11). A more recent study suggested that
striatal dopamine deﬁciency decreased acetylcholine production
and inhibited normal striatal cholinergic interneuron spike timing
in Parkinsonian mice (12). They also found that acetylcholine
decreased to a lesser extent than dopamine, resulting in an
increased acetylcholine-to-dopamine ratio (12) suggestive of the
acetylcholine–dopamine imbalance in PD.
To the best of our knowledge, there are no prior in vivo studies
on humans with PD that examine changes in striatal cholinergic
interneuron activity in response to nigrostriatal dopaminergic
losses. A better understanding of striatal dopaminergic and cholinergic system interaction may have implications for the development of new therapeutic strategies in PD.
18
F-ﬂuoroethoxybenzovesamicol (18F-FEOBV) is a PET radioligand that selectively binds to the vesicular acetylcholine transporter and allows for binding quantiﬁcation in brain regions with
high presynaptic cholinergic activity, such as the striatum (13).
11
C-dihydrotetrabenazine (11C-DTBZ) selectively binds to the
vesicular monoamine transporter type 2 and is useful as a marker
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of the nigrostriatal dopaminergic presynaptic terminal because of
the high speciﬁcity in the striatum (14). However, like other PET
dopaminergic presynaptic markers, 11C-DTBZ may be inﬂuenced
by pharmacologic compensation or regulation (15–17). These processes might obscure the striatal acetylcholine–dopamine interaction at the presynaptic-terminal level; therefore, more robust
approaches may be required to capture dopaminergic transmission.
We recently introduced a methodology to estimate dopaminergic nigrostriatal white matter tract integrity (i.e., dopaminergic
nigrostriatal connectivity) in subjects with early PD (18). This
methodology integrates striatal 11C-DTBZ PET information into
the ﬁber-tracking process using diffusion MRI (dMRI)–based correlational tractography. Tract integrity is measured as the mean
quantitative anisotropy (QA) across the estimated tract. QA measures the density of anisotropic water diffusion (19) and provides a
more reliable integrity metric than do standard diffusion measures
(18,20,21). Furthermore, the dopaminergic nigrostriatal white matter tract should be less inﬂuenced by compensatory mechanisms
than is the presynaptic-terminal level.
Using in vivo cholinergic and dopaminergic PET and dopaminergic PET–informed correlational tractography, our aim was to
examine the striatal acetylcholine–dopamine imbalance hypothesis
in patients with early PD while considering the integrity loss of
the nigrostriatal dopaminergic pathway at 2 levels: dopaminergic
nigrostriatal connectivity (i.e., loss of mean QA of the nigrostriatal
tract) and the presynaptic-terminal level (i.e., loss of striatal
11
C-DTBZ binding). We also examined differences in striatal cholinergic binding between PD subjects and healthy controls.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
Subjects

The study included 45 subjects with mild to moderate PD (36 men
and 9 women; mean age, 66.3 6 6.3 y), of whom 30 were previously
reported (18). The study also included 15 age- and sex-matched healthy
control subjects (9 men and 6 women; mean age, 69.1 6 8.6 y) with
available cholinergic 18F-FEOBV PET results.
Similar to our previous report (18), selection of PD subjects was
based on 3 criteria: ﬁrst, only subjects with mild to moderate PD
(Hoehn and Yahr stage # 3) were included to avoid a ﬂoor effect
associated with severe nigrostriatal dopaminergic denervation in more
advanced stages; second, high-quality dMRI reconstruction had to be
available; and third, an interval of no more than 2 months (mo) had to
have passed between clinical examinations and neuroimaging assessments to ensure no signiﬁcant clinical changes. Table 1 summarizes
the main demographic and clinical characteristics of all participants.
All patients met the U.K. Parkinson Disease Society Brain Bank
clinical diagnostic criteria for PD (22) and showed the typical pattern
of striatal dopaminergic denervation on 11C-DTBZ PET congruent
with this diagnosis (14). The Movement Disorder Society revised uniﬁed Parkinson disease rating scale examination (23), the Hoehn and
Yahr scale (24), and Montreal cognitive assessment (25) were performed on PD subjects for clinical assessments. The motor examination was performed in the dopaminergic medication–off state, except
for 2 de novo patients. No subjects were treated with anticholinergic
or cholinesterase inhibitor drugs. Motor symptoms were predominantly on the right side of the body in 29 patients and on the left side
in the other 16 patients.
The study was approved by the Institutional Review Boards of the
University of Michigan School of Medicine and the Veterans Affairs
Ann Arbor Health Care System. Written informed consent was obtained
from all subjects before any research procedures took place.

Imaging Procedures

We realigned (right to left) image data of the 16 patients with a left
predominance of clinical symptoms in order to create a uniform sample, given the asymmetry in early PD for the typical motor symptoms
and striatal 11C-DTBZ (14). Thus, the left hemisphere represented the
clinically most affected (MA) hemisphere in all patients, and the right
hemisphere the clinically least affected.
PET Imaging. All subjects underwent both PET scans during the
same visit, except for control subjects, on whom dopaminergic PET
was not performed. Dynamic PET imaging was performed in
3-dimensional mode using an ECAT Exact HR tomograph (Siemens
Molecular Imaging, Inc.). Preprocessing parameters for both PET sets
of data can be found in detail elsewhere (26,27). 11C-DTBZ (555
MBq) and 18F-FEOBV (256 MBq) radioligands were prepared as previously described and injected following standard routines (28,29).
Dopaminergic PET was performed in the dopaminergic-off state,
whereas cholinergic PET was performed in the dopaminergic-on state
in PD subjects.
For both PET tracers, dynamic frames were spatially coregistered
within subjects with a rigid body transformation to reduce the motion
effect during the imaging session (30). Motion-corrected PET frames
were spatially coregistered to high-resolution MR images using
SPM12 software (Wellcome Trust Centre for Neuroimaging, https://
www.ﬁl.ion.ucl.ac.uk/spm). Distribution volume ratio (DVR) images
were then calculated for the 2 PET tracers following previously
reported methodologies (31,32).
For MRI-coregistered 11C-DTBZ DVR images, we manually traced
the volumes corresponding to 6 striatal subregions in each brain hemisphere on the MR image following a methodology described previously (33). The striatal subregions included the anteroventral striatum,
middle caudate, caudate head, ventral putamen, anterior putamen, and
posterior putamen. These striatal subregions encompass the typical
ventral-to-dorsal and anterior-to-posterior gradient of striatal dopaminergic denervation in early PD (33) and were used as striatal dopaminergic variables of interest at the presynaptic-terminal level in the
voxel-based correlation analysis with striatal 18F-FEOBV DVR. Supplemental Figure 1 shows the histograms, mean (6SD), median, and
range of 11C-DTBZ DVR for these subregions (supplemental materials
are available at http://jnm.snmjournals.org). The analysis was also performed with the whole striatum as a variable of interest.
For voxel-based correlation analysis, 18F-FEOBV DVR images were
spatially standardized to the Montreal Neurologic Institute space based on
the DARTEL (Diffeomorphic Anatomic Registration Through Exponentiated Lie Algebra) procedure (SPM12). DARTEL transformations were
estimated on the basis of T1-weighted MR images and subsequently
applied to PET images coregistered with the MR images. 18F-FEOBV
DVR images of control subjects were transformed in the same way to perform a voxel-based group comparison. Spatially normalized 18F-FEOBV
DVR images were smoothed with the SPM12 default gaussian isotropic
kernel of 8 mm in full width at half maximum to reduce the anatomic variability between individual brains and enhance the signal-to-noise ratio.
MRI. All subjects underwent high-resolution structural brain MRI
(T1-weighted) for anatomic coregistration with the corresponding PET
scans. MRI was performed on a 3-T Achieva system (Philips). A
detailed description of the structural brain MRI acquisition parameters
can be found elsewhere (26).
During the same visit, dMRI was performed for dopaminergic PETinformed correlational tractography. The acquisition parameters and
preprocessing of the MR images have been described in detail previously (18). Quality control of the preprocessed dMRI image data was
performed using the DSI Studio toolbox (http://dsi-studio.labsolver.
org). The neighboring correlation was high and similar across all
dMRI volumes (0.88 6 0.02), indicating a good quality of preprocessed dMRI data relative to motion artifacts and signal-to-noise ratio.

ACETYLCHOLINE–DOPAMINE IMBALANCE IN PD

'

Sanchez-Catasus et al.

439

TABLE 1
Demographic and Clinical Characteristics of PD and Control Subjects
Characteristic

PD (n 5 45)

Control (n 5 15)

Age (y)

66.3 6 6.3

69.1 6 8.6

Statistical significance
t 5 1.3; P 5 0.19
x2 5 2.4; P 5 0.12

Sex
Male

36

9

Female

9

6
x2 5 0.25; P 5 0.62

Handedness
Right

41

13

Left

4

2

27.0 6 2.6

27.6 6 1.8

MoCA

t 5 0.87; P 5 0.39

MDS-UPDRS
Part I

5.1 6 4.5

Part II

5.5 6 3.5

Part III

34.3 6 13.2

Bradykinesia subscore*

11.6 6 5.9

Tremor subscore*

8.8 6 4.4

Rigidity subscore*

7.5 6 2.9

PIGD subscore*

2.5 6 2

MDS-UPDRS (I–III) total score
Hoehn and Yahr stage

44.9 6 16.8
2.2 6 0.6 (median, 2.5; range, 1–3)

Disease duration (y)

5.8 6 3.6

Levodopa equivalent dose (mg)

636.6 6 374.5

*Derived from MDS-UPDRS (part III).
MoCA 5 Montreal cognitive assessment; MDS-UPDRS 5 Movement Disorder Society revised uniﬁed Parkinson disease rating scale;
PIGD 5 postural instability and gait difﬁculties.

Dopaminergic PET-Informed Correlational Tractography. Correlational tractography was performed as previously described (18) for a
larger sample of PD participants. In brief, dMRI preprocessed data in the
PD group were reconstructed in the Montreal Neurologic Institute space
using q-space diffeomorphic reconstruction (34) implemented in the DSI
Studio toolbox. Our correlational tractography-based approach ﬁrst constructs a group-based tract template in each brain hemisphere by tracking
QA in white matter ﬁbers that correlate with 11C-DTBZ DVR corresponding to anteroventral striatum to optimally guide tract reconstruction with
dopaminergic speciﬁcity (18). The procedure uses a deterministic ﬁber
tracking (35), with the substantia nigra as the seed region and the whole
striatum as the terminating region corresponding to each brain hemisphere. In a second step, the mean QA extracted from each subject across
the template (from each hemisphere) was used as a measure of the wholetract integrity at the individual level.
The individual mean QA values of each PD subject in each hemisphere, in the striatal subregions described above, and in the whole
striatum were used as dopaminergic variables of interest in the voxelbased correlation analysis with striatal 18F-FEOBV DVR.
Statistical Analysis

Voxel-based correlation analysis was performed using SPM12 to
test the association of the mean QA of the dopaminergic nigrostriatal
tract or striatal subregional presynaptic-terminal 11C-DTBZ DVR (and
the whole striatum) of each hemisphere with striatal 18F-FEOBV
DVR in PD subjects. An explicit bilateral mask was used to exclude
nonstriatal voxels. Age and sex were modeled as standard nuisance
covariates. Positive and negative correlations were tested. The results
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of this analysis were then used to create a volume of interest (VOI),
based on signiﬁcant clusters, to evaluate the Pearson correlation of the
VOI mean values of 18F-FEOBV DVR with the corresponding dopaminergic variables of interest, and for comparison between groups
(PD vs. control) within that VOI using the Student t test for independent samples.
In a second analysis, the levodopa equivalent dose and the duration
and stage of the disease (deﬁned as a binary variable according to the
Hoehn and Yahr scale: mild 5 0 for Hoehn and Yahr # 2; moderate
5 1 for 2 , Hoehn and Yahr # 3) were considered as additional nuisance covariates to test their possible confounding effects on the ﬁrst
voxel-based correlation analysis.
Since the presence of outliers in the data can affect the correlation analysis, we repeated voxel-based correlation analysis for
dopaminergic variables of interest that showed potential outliers.
For outlier detection, we used the Grubbs test. In the event that a
variable was signiﬁcant for the Grubbs test and did not have a normal distribution (signiﬁcant Shapiro–Wilk test; Supplemental
Fig. 1), we also used the interquartile rule to ﬁnd outliers as follows: ﬁrst, calculation of the interquartile range of the data of each
subregion; second, calculation of the lower boundary by subtracting
1.5 3 (interquartile range) from the ﬁrst quartile; and third, calculation of the upper boundary by adding 1.5 3 (interquartile range) to
the third quartile. Any value outside the upper and lower boundaries was considered a potential outlier.
Additionally, a voxel-based group comparison was performed between
the control and PD groups for striatal 18F-FEOBV DVR, controlling for
age and sex.

No. 3

'

March 2022

In all SPM analyses, we applied threshold P values of 0.001 (uncorrected) at the voxel level and 0.05 corrected for multiple comparisons
at the cluster level by using the familywise error approach.
Cross Validation. To assess the generalizability of our main ﬁndings, cross validation was performed using the leave-one-out (LOO)
methodology. Since the mean QA of the dopaminergic nigrostriatal
tract in the MA hemisphere (Fig. 1A) was the only dopaminergic variable of interest that showed a signiﬁcant correlation with the striatal
18
F-FEOBV DVR, the cross validation was applied to this model
(MA-tract model) and to the VOI model derived from the voxel-based
correlation analysis (Fig. 1B).
In the MA-tract model, the training set was deﬁned as the mean QA
extracted in each PD subject from the group-based tract template in the
MA hemisphere. To get the validation element of a single PD subject,
we constructed a new tract template that left that speciﬁc PD subject out.
This new tract template was used to extract the mean QA from that PD
subject (mean QA-LOO). This process was repeated for each of the 45
PD subjects.
In the VOI model, the training set was deﬁned as the mean
18
F-FEOBV DVR of each PD subject within the VOI based on SPM
voxel-based correlation analysis (mean VOI). To get the validation element of a single PD subject, we repeated the SPM analysis while leaving
that speciﬁc PD subject out. The new VOI (the signiﬁcant cluster) was
used to extract the mean 18F-FEOBV DVR from that PD subject (mean
VOI-LOO). This process was repeated for each of the 45 PD subjects.
To summarize the error between the predicted and observed values
for the 2 models, the normalized root-mean-square error was used.
Pearson correlation was then used to assess the association of mean
QA-LOO and mean VOI-LOO.
Clinical Correlate. To assess the clinical relevance of our main ﬁndings, we examined whether the cardinal motor features (subscores of bradykinesia, tremor, rigidity, and postural instability and gait difﬁculties)

and cognitive function (Montreal cognitive assessment score) of PD subjects correlated with the following ratio in the MA hemisphere (a proxy
measure of acetylcholine–dopamine imbalance in this hemisphere):
mean 18 F-FEOBV DVR within the putaminal SPM-based VOI
mean QA of the nigrostriatal white MA matter tract
To show the robustness of the dopaminergic PET-informed correlational tractography, we also repeated the previous analyses in this
larger sample of PD participants.
Non–voxel-based statistical analyses were performed using STATISTICA software (Stat Soft, Inc., version 8.0). The signiﬁcance level
was set at a P value of less than 0.05. For the correlation tests, we
used Pearson correlation for normally distributed variables based on
the Shapiro–Wilk test (mean QA [least affected and MA], mean
QA-LOO [MA], mean VOI, mean VOI-LOO, imbalance proxy,
imbalance proxy LOO, bradykinesia, and tremor subscores); otherwise, we used Spearman correlation. For signiﬁcant results, we also
computed 95% percentile bootstrap CIs.
RESULTS
Association Between Integrity of Dopaminergic Nigrostriatal
White Matter Tracts and Striatal Cholinergic Binding in
PD Subjects

The mean QA of the MA tract (Fig. 1A) showed a negative correlation with striatal 18F-FEOBV DVR (Fig. 1B), which comprised a cluster in the posterior putamen of the MA hemisphere
(P corrected at the cluster level 5 0.039; cluster size, 226 voxels;
Montreal Neurologic Institute coordinates [x, y, z] of the maximum
peak, 227, 29, 11; t value at the peak level, 4.05). Figure 1C
shows the negative correlation found between mean QA and mean
18
F-FEOBV DVR within the VOI derived from this signiﬁcant
cluster. Figure 1D shows that the mean
18
F-FEOBV DVR within that VOI was
also signiﬁcantly higher (9.3%; P 5 0.01,
t 5 22.55) in the PD group (3.64 6
0.46) than in the control group (3.33 6
0.26). The mean QA of the least affected
tract showed no signiﬁcant association.
Levodopa equivalent dose, duration,
and stage of disease had no signiﬁcant
effects on these results.
Cross Validation

FIGURE 1. (A) Nigrostriatal dopaminergic white matter tracts identiﬁed in PD group in MA
and least affected hemispheres (overlaid on T1-weighted MR image in Montreal Neurologic
Institute space). (B) Voxel-based correlation analysis showing negative correlation between
mean QA of MA tract and 18 F-FEOBV DVR in posterior putamen of same hemisphere. (C) Negative correlation between mean QA of MA tract and mean 18 F-FEOBV DVR within putaminal
SPM-based VOI (95% CI, 20.76 to 20.2). (D) Signiﬁcantly higher mean 18 F-FEOBV DVR within
that putaminal VOI in PD group than in healthy control (NC) group.

Figures 2A and 2B show the relationship between predicted and observed values for the MA-tract and VOI models,
respectively. The normalized root-meansquare error was 10.36% for the MA-tract
model and 4.07% for the VOI model, indicating a lower residual variance for the
VOI model. The results of the LOO analysis mirror those of the main analysis. Figure 2C (compare with Fig. 1C) shows a
signiﬁcant negative correlation between
the observed mean QA (mean QA-LOO)
of the MA tract and the mean 18F-FEOBV
DVR within the observed VOI (VOILOO). Figure 2D (compare with Fig. 1D)
shows that the mean 18F-FEOBV DVR
within VOI-LOO was signiﬁcantly higher
(P 5 0.04, t 5 22.14) in the PD group
(3.58 6 0.49) than in the control group
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the MA hemisphere (Fig. 4; Table 2). The
maximum peak in each cluster was located
in the posterior putamen in each hemisphere. There was a partial overlap with
the ﬁndings shown in Figure 1B. No signiﬁcant decrease was found.
Clinical Correlates

FIGURE 2. (A) Relation between training (predicted values) and cross-validation (observed values)
sets using LOO approach (mean QA and mean QA-LOO, respectively) in MA hemisphere of PD subjects. (B) Same as shown in A, but for VOI model derived from SPM voxel-based correlation analysis
(VOI and VOI-LOO, respectively). (C) Negative correlation between mean QA-LOO of MA tract and
mean 18F-FEOBV DVR within VOI-LOO (95% CI, 20.75 to 20.09). (D) Signiﬁcantly higher mean
18
F-FEOBV DVR within VOI-LOO in PD group than in healthy control (NC) group. NRMSE 5 normalized
root-mean-square error.

(3.33 6 0.26). These ﬁndings cross-validate our observations, suggesting their generalizability to independent datasets of PD subjects with similar clinical characteristics.
Association Between Dopaminergic and Cholinergic Binding
at Presynaptic-Terminal Level or Striatal-Terminal Level in
PD Subjects
11

C-DTBZ DVR for each of the striatal subregions and for the
whole striatum showed no signiﬁcant association with striatal
18
F-FEOBV DVR in voxel-based analysis. The same results were
found after outlier removal (bilateral putaminal subregions and
whole striatum in the MA hemisphere; Supplemental Tables 1 and
2; Supplemental Fig. 1).
To further investigate the association between dopaminergic and
cholinergic binding at the presynaptic-terminal level, we performed a
post hoc correlation analysis between mean 18F-FEOBV DVR within
the signiﬁcant cluster that correlated with mean QA in the MA hemisphere (Fig. 1B) and the ipsilateral whole striatum 11C DTBZ DVR.
The rationale for this post hoc analysis was that whole-striatum 11C
DTBZ DVR and mean QA correlate with each other (Supplemental
Fig. 2A). The same analysis was performed for 11C-DTBZ DVR in
each striatal subregion of that hemisphere. We found that only the
whole-striatum 11C DTBZ DVR showed a signiﬁcant negative correlation (Fig. 3; Supplemental Table 3), although weaker than that
observed with the mean QA (Fig. 1C). This correlation remained signiﬁcant after outlier removal (Supplemental Table 3).
Striatal Cholinergic Binding in PD Group Versus Healthy
Control Group

We found a bilateral increase in putaminal 18F-FEOBV DVR in
the PD group compared with the control group, more extensive in

442

THE JOURNAL OF NUCLEAR MEDICINE

'

Vol. 63

'

Bradykinesia ratings positively correlated
with our proxy measure of acetylcholine–
dopamine imbalance (Fig. 5A), as well as
with the proxy using the measures derived
from the LOO analysis (Fig. 5B). Bradykinesia ratings also correlated negatively with the
mean QA of the MA tract (Fig. 5C) and positively with the mean 18F-FEOBV DVR
within the putaminal VOI (Fig. 5D). The
other cardinal motor features and cognitive
ratings (Montreal cognitive assessment) did
not show signiﬁcant associations with our
proxy measure of imbalance (tremor: r 5
20.08, P 5 0.6; rigidity: Spearman r 5 0.13,
P 5 0.4; postural instability and gait difﬁculties: Spearman r 5 0.13, P 5 0.42; and Montreal cognitive assessment: Spearman r 5
0.01, P 5 0.9).

Complementary Findings of Correlational
Tractography

Supplemental Figures 2A and 2B show
the signiﬁcant positive correlation found
between the mean QA and the striatal 11C-DTBZ DVR in both
brain hemispheres. Likewise, the comparison between the 2
hemispheric tracts showed a signiﬁcant reduction in the mean
QA of the MA tract (Supplemental Fig. 2C). The mean
QA-LOO in the MA hemisphere also showed a positive correlation with the striatal 11 C-DTBZ DVR of that hemisphere
(Supplemental Fig. 2D). The nigrostriatal dopaminergic white
matter tracts followed anatomic paths similar to those observed
in our previous study (18).

FIGURE 3. Negative correlation between mean 18F-FEOBV DVR within
signiﬁcant cluster correlated with mean QA in MA hemisphere (Fig. 1B)
and ipsilateral whole striatum11C-DTBZ DVR (95% CI, 20.55 to 20.02).
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FIGURE 4. Voxel-based group comparison showing asymmetric bilateral putaminal 18F-FEOBV DVR increases (more extensive in MA hemisphere
[left]), compared with control group (Table 2). There is partial topographic overlap of MA side with results of voxel-based correlation analysis in PD group
(Fig. 1B, z 5 6–4 mm [left]).

DISCUSSION

In this study, we examined the striatal acetylcholine–dopamine
imbalance hypothesis in patients with early PD. Our results
showed an increase in cholinergic binding in the posterior putamen
of the MA brain hemisphere, associated with an ipsilateral reduction in the integrity of the nigrostriatal dopaminergic white matter
tract in PD patients. In addition, cholinergic binding in this striatal
region was increased in PD patients compared with healthy controls. These results were cross-validated. We also showed that bradykinesia clinical subscores positively correlated with a proxy
measure of acetylcholine–dopamine imbalance in the MA hemisphere. Taken together, our results provide evidence for the striatal
acetylcholine–dopamine imbalance in early PD and may provide
an avenue for testing in vivo effects of therapeutic strategies aimed
at restoring striatal acetylcholine–dopamine balance in PD.
Our observations are in line with previous studies on animal
models of PD showing that reduced striatal dopamine signaling
leads to increased excitability and synaptic reorganization of striatal cholinergic interneurons and increased acetylcholine release (9).
Our ﬁndings suggest that the association between acetylcholine
(18F-FEOBV binding) and the integrity loss of the nigrostriatal dopaminergic pathway is stronger and more robust at the level of dopaminergic nigrostriatal connectivity (i.e., loss of mean QA of the
nigrostriatal tract, Fig. 1C) than at the presynaptic-terminal level (i.e.,
loss of striatal 11C-DTBZ binding, Fig. 3). This ﬁnding is probably

due to several factors: ﬁrst, 11C-DTBZ binding may underestimate
the severity of damage to the nigrostriatal end-terminal in PD because
of compensatory changes (17). In contrast, the mean QA of the
MA hemispheric tract ﬁbers is probably less inﬂuenced by the
11
C-DTBZ’s compensation mechanism. The estimation of the mean
QA uses not only the information derived from the 11C-DTBZ PET
but also white matter ﬁbers derived from dMRI. Second, striatal neurotransmission involves not only acetylcholine and dopamine but also
other extrinsic (e.g., glutamatergic projections from the thalamus and
cortex) and intrinsic (e.g., g-aminobutyric acid–ergic interneurons)
determinants, which may have interacting effects with striatal dopaminergic neurons and cholinergic interneurons at the level of presynaptic
nerve terminals (7–9). In contrast, the dopaminergic nigrostriatal tract
includes structural connectivity information speciﬁc for dopaminergic
neurotransmission and thus less affected by other neurotransmitter
interactions. It is also possible that cholinergic upregulation may be
more prominent in the prodromal stage but becomes less so in the
symptomatic stage of PD, thus diluting the possible one-to-one relationship between striatal acetylcholine and dopamine at the level of
presynaptic nerve terminals (36). Therefore, the dopaminergic nigrostriatal tract may be a more precise marker of the integrity of the nigral
dopaminergic cells than is the more downstream distal degeneration
of the nerve terminals. The observed decrease in the tract integrity
could be the result of the distal-to-proximal axonal degenerative
“dying back” process in PD (37).

TABLE 2
Striatal Cholinergic Binding Increase in PD Group Compared with Control Group
Striatal region

P

Cluster size

Montreal Neurologic Institute coordinates
(x, y, z) of maximum peak

Peak-level t value

MA putamen

0.028

369 voxels

232, 28, 5

3.93

Least affected putamen

0.043

188 voxels

32, 29, 6

4.15

P value is corrected for multiple comparisons at cluster level by using familywise error approach.
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Our study had several limitations.
First, dopaminergic PET was performed in
the dopaminergic medication–off state,
whereas cholinergic PET was performed on
dopaminergic medications. Nevertheless, it
is possible that the imbalance between
the acetylcholine and dopamine markers
would have been even greater than that
observed in this study if both PET scans
had been performed in the off state. Second,
our study was cross sectional, preventing
us from evaluating the evolution of the
acetylcholine–dopamine interaction in PD
over time. Third, the effect of sex or clinical
phenotype on the acetylcholine–dopamine
interaction was not assessed, as larger
samples of PD subjects would be needed
for this purpose. Fourth, we were unable
to investigate the acetylcholine–dopamine
interaction in healthy controls because of
the lack of 11C-DTBZ PET in these subjects.
However, a lower putaminal 18F-FEOBV
DVR found in healthy controls than in PD
FIGURE 5. (A) Positive correlation between bradykinesia subscore and proxy measure of
patients may be consistent with the prevailacetylcholine–dopamine imbalance in MA hemisphere in subjects with PD (95% CI, 0.15–0.62). (B)
ing view that acetylcholine and dopamine
Same as shown in A, but using measures derived from LOO cross-validation analysis (95% CI,
0.07–0.59). (C) Negative correlation between bradykinesia subscore and mean QA in MA hemisphere
are balanced in healthy conditions. Other
(95% CI, 20.63 to 20.01). (D) Positive correlation between bradykinesia subscore and mean
limitations were related to the methodology
18
F-FEOBV DVR within putaminal SPM-based VOI in MA hemisphere (95% CI, 0.1–0.58).
for estimating the nigrostriatal dopaminergic tracts (18). For example, we
Our proxy measure for acetylcholine–dopamine imbalance was cannot rule out that the identiﬁed tracts also included some
positively correlated with clinical bradykinesia ratings. This ﬁnding nondopaminergic ﬁbers, and the identiﬁed tracts extended
may be explained by the fact that bradykinesia has a closer associa- slightly below the substantia nigra, as may be due to limitations in
tion with striatal dopaminergic activity than do the other cardinal the spatial resolution of dMRI. Nonetheless, the use of 11C-DTBZ
motor symptoms (38). This observation also agrees with a previous PET–informed correlational tractography has higher dopaminergic
study on a PD mouse model showing that photoinhibition of striatal speciﬁcity than does tract deﬁnition using dMRI alone. Finally,
cholinergic interneurons reduces bradykinesia (39). Other cardinal future neuroimaging studies should take into account more
symptoms and cognitive function did not show an association with expanded brain networks and other key players that could shed
our imbalance proxy. These other impairments are likely caused by more light on the complexity of acetylcholine–dopamine interaction
more expanded brain networks that extend beyond the striatum (e.g., dopaminergic and cholinergic receptors as well as other
(40–42). Our study focused only on the striatum to reduce the com- neurotransmitters).
plexity of the acetylcholine–dopamine interactions and to be consistent with the existing literature on the acetylcholine–dopamine CONCLUSION
imbalance in PD.
Using dual-tracer PET and dopaminergic PET–informed correThe discrepant ﬁndings between some previous animal studies
(10–12) and our current in vivo human PD results may be related lational tractography, we provided in vivo evidence of imbalance
to differences between the generally more uniform toxic or between acetylcholine and dopamine signaling systems in the strilesioning animal PD models and the natural history of the insidi- atum in early PD. These observations may provide a future avenue
ous and long duration of dopaminergic degeneration, as well as for testing in vivo effects of therapeutic strategies aimed at restorinterindividual variability in patients with PD. Moreover, our pre- ing striatal acetylcholine–dopamine balance in PD.
synaptic vesicular transporter PET measures may reﬂect a more
relative steady state of the integrity of nerve terminals rather than DISCLOSURE
the typical more dynamic signaling changes observed in animal
Funding was received from the NIH, the Department of Vetermodels.
ans
Affairs, and the Michael J. Fox Foundation. No other potential
A strength of this study was the use of 11C-DTBZ conﬂict of interest relevant to this article was reported.
PET–informed correlational tractography (18). We also replicated and extended this methodology in a larger sample of
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patients with early PD. Unlike our previous study, we were
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able to also cross-validate the tract in the MA hemisphere,
probably because of the larger sample that allowed a more the PET technologists, the cyclotron operators, the radiochemists,
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KEY POINTS
QUESTION: Is there an imbalance between the acetylcholine and
dopamine signaling systems in the striatum in early PD?
PERTINENT FINDINGS: In a cohort study using cholinergic and
dopaminergic PET and correlational tractography, an imbalance
was found between the acetylcholine and dopamine signaling systems in the striatum of 45 patients with mild to moderate PD. This
imbalance was evidenced by an increase in cholinergic binding in
the posterior putamen in the MA brain hemisphere—an increase
that correlated with the ipsilateral reduction in the integrity of the
dopaminergic nigrostriatal white matter tract and clinically with
more severe bradykinesia.
IMPLICATIONS FOR PATIENT CARE: Assessment of the striatal
acetylcholine–dopamine imbalance may provide a method for
in vivo testing of the effects of therapeutic strategies aimed at
reducing this imbalance in early PD.
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A Longitudinal PET/MRI Study of Colony-Stimulating
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Microglia-induced neuroinﬂammation after stroke contributes to the
exacerbation of postischemic damage but also supports neurorestorative events. Longitudinal molecular imaging of microglia-targeted
therapies will support the assessment of target engagement, therapy
efﬁcacy, and deciphering of the mode of action. We investigated the
effects of chronic colony-stimulating factor 1 receptor (CSF-1R)
inhibitor–mediated microglia depletion on translocator protein
(TSPO)–dependent neuroinﬂammation and cerebrovascular parameters using PET/MRI. Methods: Forty C57BL/6 mice underwent a
30-min transient occlusion of the middle cerebral artery and were
randomly assigned to either a control group or a group treated
with CSF-1R inhibitor (PLX5622). Eight mice per group were used for
N,N-diethyl-2-(2-(4-(2-18F-ﬂuoroethoxy) phenyl)5,7dimethylpyrazolo[1,
5a]pyrimidin-3-yl)acetamide (18F-DPA-714) (TSPO) PET imaging on
days 7, 14, 21, and 30 after ischemia and behavioral tests before and
after surgery. An extra group of 8 mice underwent MRI, including
T2-weighted (infarct), perfusion-weighted (cerebral blood ﬂow), and
diffusion-weighted (water diffusion, cellular density) sequences, on
days 1, 3, 7, 14, 21, and 30. Ex vivo analysis (immunoreactivity,
gene expression) was performed to characterize the inﬂammatory
environment. Results: We demonstrated that long-term CSF-1R inhibition transiently decreased the TSPO PET signal within the
infarct. Residual TSPO activity was partly due to a potentially
resistant Iba-1–positive cell populations with low CSF-1R and
transmembrane 119 expression. The decrease in selected proand antiinﬂammatory marker expression suggested an apparent
global dampening of the neuroinﬂammatory response. Furthermore, the temporal changes in the MRI parameters highlighted
treatment-induced effects on reperfusion and tissue homeostasis,
associated with impaired motor function at late stages. Conclusion: Longitudinal TSPO PET/MRI allows the assessment of target
engagement and optimization of drug efﬁciency. PLX5622 has
promising immunomodulatory effects, and the optimal therapeutic
time window for its application needs to be deﬁned.
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euroinﬂammation and microglial activity are key contributors
to stroke pathogenesis (1). Microglia are essential in brain immunosurveillance, homeostasis monitoring, and synaptic landscape shaping
at steady state. In pathological conditions such as cerebral ischemia,
microglia undergo transcriptomic alterations resulting in an early protective antiinﬂammatory phenotype within the ﬁrst week, quickly
switching to a detrimental proinﬂammatory phenotype at around days
10–14 after ischemia, thus worsening inﬂammation and causing tissue damage (2). Therefore, modulating microglia reactivity may offer
a new approach in the treatment of cerebral ischemia.
The colony-stimulating factor 1 receptor (CSF-1R) is a welldescribed tyrosine kinase involved in differentiation, proliferation,
and survival of resident microglial cells but also perivascular and
bone marrow-derived macrophages and other cell types (osteoclasts,
dendritic cells) (3). Recently, the selective CSF-1R inhibitor
PLX5622 was reported as an efﬁcient treatment to deplete microglial cells in healthy (4,5) and pathological (6,7) conditions. In a
healthy brain, CSF-1R inhibition leads to 50% depletion of Iba1–positive microglial cells after 3 d and near-complete depletion
within 7 d, with few side effects. In an inﬂammatory environment,
PLX5622 treatment led to beneﬁcial outcomes: it efﬁciently
depleted microglial cells, shifted the remaining cells toward a more
antiinﬂammatory phenotype, and alleviated or improved symptoms
(6–10). The use of PLX5622 offers the opportunity to assess the
contribution of microglial activity to the neuroinﬂammatory reaction and potentially represents a new therapeutic approach in stroke.
The ﬁrst preclinical preconditioning studies have shown PLX5622
treatment to worsen disease outcomes within the ﬁrst days
(4,11,12), increasing infarct size and promoting primary inﬂammation. However, none of these studies assessed its potential effect as
a long-term treatment. Thus, there is interest in performing a longitudinal study using various imaging, functional, and ex vivo assessments to characterize changes induced by the CSF-1R inhibitor
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PLX5622 on stroke-relevant parameters such as inﬂammation, on
cerebrovascular parameters, and on functional outcomes.
We performed such a longitudinal study, using PET/MRI to noninvasively monitor therapy response, including N,N-diethyl-2-(2-(4(2-18F-ﬂuoroethoxy)phenyl)5,7dimethylpyrazolo[1,5a]pyrimidin-3-yl)
acetamide (18F-DPA-714) (translocator protein [TSPO], neuroinﬂammation) PET imaging, T2-weighted (T2w, lesion) MRI, diffusionweighted (water diffusion) MRI, and perfusion-weighted (cerebral
blood ﬂow [CBF]) MRI. In addition, we performed behavioral tests,
including open-ﬁeld (locomotion), pole test (global motor functions),
grip test (limb strength), and rotarod test (coordination), to assess sensorimotor functions.
We hypothesized that CSF-1R inhibition might represent a new
therapeutic intervention in modulating microglia-induced postischemic inﬂammation. Long-term CSF-1R inhibition may reduce
microglial activity and therefore decrease the expression of inﬂammatory markers and improve recovery. The potential impact of
CSF-1R inhibition may be noninvasively assessed by combining
an extensive multiparameter PET/MRI paradigm with behavioral
tests and ex vivo analysis.

Experimental Design

Eight mice per group were used for in vivo PET imaging and behavioral tests. 18F-DPA-714 PET imaging was conducted on days 7, 14, 21,
and 30 after surgery. Another 2 groups of 8 mice underwent MRI on
days 1, 3, 7, 14, 21, and 30 after surgery, including T2w, diffusionweighted, and perfusion-weighted sequences. PET/MRI sessions were
performed 12 h apart. All animals were continuously anesthetized during
surgery and image acquisition. The mice underwent behavioral tests
before and at around days 7, 14, and 30 after surgery to assess motor
function recovery using open-ﬁeld, rotarod, pole, and grip testing.
On day 35, all animals were anesthetized and killed by transcardiac
perfusion. The brains were harvested for immunohistochemistry and
immunoﬂuorescence analysis to assess the long-term effects of
PLX5622 therapy on the neuroinﬂammatory response. In addition, 4
groups of 4 mice that did not undergo imaging were added for realtime quantitative polymerase chain reaction analysis of tissues harvested on day 35 after ischemia.
The experimental time line is summarized in Figure 1.
Surgery

Study Approval

All experiments were conducted in accordance with the German
Law on the Care and Use of Laboratory Animals and approved by the
Landesamt f€ur Natur, Umwelt, und Verbraucherschutz of North
Rhine-Westphalia according to the ARRIVE guidelines (https://www.
nc3rs.org.uk/arrive-guidelines).

The mice underwent a 30-min transient occlusion of the middle
cerebral artery (MCA) of the right hemisphere using an intraluminal
occlusion model as previously described, with minor modiﬁcations
(13). Brieﬂy, the mice received 0.04 mg of fentanyl (RotexMedica)
and 4 mg of midazolam (Ratiopharm) per 1 g of body weight before
surgery. Transient focal cerebral ischemia was induced by introducing
a silicone-coated 7–0 monoﬁlament (diameter with coating, 0.19 6
0.01 mm) (Doccol Corp.), which was withdrawn after 30 min. The
mice received a subcutaneous injection of buprenorphine after surgery
(0.05–0.1 mg/kg) (Indivior).

Study

Treatment

MATERIALS AND METHODS

In total, 48 male C57BL6/6J mice 3–4 mo old were housed under a
standard 12-h:12-h light:dark cycle with free access to food and water.
Forty mice underwent a 30-min transient occlusion of the middle
cerebral artery on day 0 (Fig. 1); right after surgery, they were randomized—by a person other than the experimenters—into either a
control group or a group receiving dietary PLX5622 treatment. The
experimenters did not know the group assignment. All mice underwent T2w MRI on day 1 to select animals on the basis of the infarct
size. Exclusion criteria were a lack of reperfusion (,50% baseline
CBF recovery) as assessed by laser Doppler, an infarct exceeding the
striatal and cortical regions, and extreme weight loss (.20% of the
initial body weight). The dropout rate was 4%.
Eight wild-type (nonstroke) mice were used for additionally ex vivo
analysis on day 35 after ischemia. Those mice received either a control
diet (n 5 4) or the PLX5622 diet (n 5 8) for 35 d and were killed for
gene expression analysis. The animal groups and numbers are detailed
in Supplemental Table 1 (supplemental materials are available at http://
jnm.snmjournals.org).

PLX5622 was provided by Plexxikon Inc. and formulated in AIN76A standard chow by Research Diets Inc. at 1,200 ppm chow. Body
weight was tracked as an index of food intake (Supplemental Fig. 1).
18

F-DPA-714 PET/CT Imaging
18

F-DPA-714 was prepared as previously described with more than
99% radiochemical purity (14). PET imaging was performed with a
high-resolution small-animal PET scanner (32-module quadHIDAC
[Oxford Positron Systems Ltd.]; spatial resolution, ,1 mm in full
width at half maximum) (15).
The 18F-DPA-714 PET scan was acquired from 45 to 65 min after
injection of 12.1 6 2.0 MBq (speciﬁc activity, 40–80 GBq/mmol).
Immediately afterward, a CT scan was acquired using an Inveon CT
scanner (Siemens Medical Solutions; spatial resolution, 80 mm).
MR Neuroimaging

T2w MRI (repetition time, 7,700 ms; effective echo time, 100 ms;
RARE [rapid acquisition with relaxation enhancement] factor, 30; matrix,
192 3 192; averages, 8), diffusion-weighted MRI (repetition time,
2,500 ms; echo time, 31.30 ms; b-values, 100, 200, 400, 600, 800, 1,000,
1,200, 1,600, and 2,400 s/mm2; matrix, 128 3 128; averages, 8), and
perfusion-weighted MRI (repetition time, 10,000 ms; echo time, 5.01 ms;
slices, 1; matrix, 64 3 64) were performed using a 9.4-T small-animal
MRI scanner (Biospec 94/20; Bruker Biospin GmbH) with a 2-mm surface coil (Bruker) as previously described (16).
Image Analysis

FIGURE 1. Study design. tMCAo 5 transient middle cerebral artery
occlusion.

Image data were analyzed using the in-house–developed software
MEDgical, allowing analysis of multidimensional, multiscale biomedical image data, as previously described (16).
All MR images were manually superimposed on the corresponding
PET/CT images of the same animal. An atlas-based thresholding
approach was used to delineate the infarct volume on day 1 after
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ischemia (17). Regional 18F-DPA-714 uptake (percentage injected
dose [%ID]/cm3) was assessed within the T2w MRI-based infarct and
the contralateral atlas-based striatum.
Similarly, the T2w MRI-based infarct and its mirrored image were
superimposed on the apparent diffusion coefﬁcient (ADC) and arterial
spin labeling (ASL) maps to assess water ADC and CBF, respectively.
The infarct-to-contralateral ratio was also calculated to account for
intraindividual variability.

The sample sizes were calculated a priori during the animal ethics
dossier application. They were based on effect size (P 5 0.05; statistical power, 0.80), mortality rates, and a previous stroke study (18) in
which we investigated the therapeutic effect of a dietary approach on
brain inﬂammation as assessed by an 18F-DPA-714 PET imaging
study on ischemic mice. We set the minimal detectable difference in
means to 0.2 and the expected SD of residuals to 0.1.
RESULTS

Immunoreactivity and Quantification

To assess the TSPO cellular source, we performed immunoﬂuorescent TSPO/ionized calcium binding adaptor molecule 1 (Iba-1) and
TSPO/glial ﬁbrillary acidic protein (GFAP) costaining as previously
described (16). Additionally, Iba-1/CSF-1R and Iba-1/transmembrane
119 (TMEM119) staining were performed to further characterize the
Iba-1–positive cell population.
For image validation and semiquantiﬁcation, we performed
TSPO, Iba-1, and GFAP immunostaining as previously described (16).
Antibodies are reported in Supplemental Table 2.
Sections were viewed with a combined ﬂuorescent–light microscope (Eclipse NI-E; Nikon), and images were analyzed using ImageJ
software (version 1.51j; National Institutes of Health).
Behavioral Tests

Open-ﬁeld, grip, rotarod, and pole testing was performed to evaluate the therapeutic effects of CSF-1R inhibition on motor function
recovery during the postischemic period, as previously detailed (16).
The 4 behavioral tests were performed before and after surgery, as
indicated in Figure 1.
Gene Expression

Total RNA was isolated from snap-frozen half-brain tissues (RNeasy
mini kit; Qiagen), and DNase I treatment (Roche) was used to avoid
contamination from genomic DNA. One microgram of total RNA was
reverse-transcribed into ﬁrst-strand complementary DNA using the
Transcriptor First Strand complementary DNA synthesis kit (Roche).
The forward and reverse primer sequences
(Sigma-Aldrich) are reported in Supplemental
Table 3. Real-time quantitative polymerase
chain reaction testing was performed using the
Rotor-Gene SYBR Green Master mix with the
Rotor-Gene Q device (Qiagen). Relative gene
expression was assessed using the DDCt
method, with Gapdh (Biomol Gmbh) as a
housekeeping gene.

For all stroke mice, T2w MRI infarct volume signiﬁcantly
decreased over time (P , 0.001). No treatment effect was
observed (P 5 0.54) (Supplemental Fig. 2).
First, we performed longitudinal 18F-DPA-714 PET/CT on both
control and PLX5622-treated mice to assess the potential immunomodulatory effect of PLX5622 (Fig. 2A). Individual data are shown
in Supplemental Fig. 3. Two-way RM ANOVA indicated treatment
(P 5 0.014; power, 0.80) and treatment 3 time (P 5 0.011) effects
but no time effect (P 5 0.412) on tracer uptake within the infarct
(Fig. 2B). A signiﬁcant reduction in tracer uptake was observed in
PLX5622-treated mice on day 14 after ischemia compared with
control mice (control, 2.04 6 0.09 %ID/cm3; PLX5622, 1.60 6
0.10 %ID/cm3; P 5 0.009). Additionally, two-way RM ANOVA
indicated a signiﬁcant effect of treatment (P 5 0.003; power, 0.89)
but not of time (P 5 0.227) or time 3 treatment (P 5 0.084) in the
contralateral striatum (Fig. 2C). 18F-DPA-714 uptake was signiﬁcantly decreased in PLX5622-treated mice compared with control
mice on days 14 (P , 0.005), 21 (P 5 0.013), and 30 (P 5 0.006)
after ischemia, indicative of a permanent drug effect on TSPO levels in noninfarcted tissue. 18F-DPA-714 uptake correlated with
TSPO immunoreactivity on brain tissue collected on day 35 after
ischemia (Supplemental Figs. 4–5, R2 5 0.91). No treatment effect
was observed on 18F-DPA-714 uptake in spleen (P 5 0.20) or
manubrium sternebra (P 5 0.16) over time (Supplemental Fig. 6).

Statistics

Statistical analysis was performed using
SigmaPlot (Systat Software GmbH). All data
were tested for normality and equal variance
using the Shapiro–Wilk and Brown–Forsythe
tests, respectively. Nonparametric tests were
used when assumptions of normality or equal
variance were not met. In all statistical tests,
differences were considered signiﬁcant when
P values were less than 0.05.
Repeated measures (RM) ANOVA, fol#ıd$ak post hoc test, was
lowed by the Holm–S$
performed for multiple comparisons. Data
were expressed as mean 6 SEM. For gene
expression data analysis, RM ANOVA with
Tukey multiple comparisons was used. For
percentage of stained area, data were displayed
as box plots and reported as mean 6 SD.
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FIGURE 2. (A) Representative 18F-DPA-714 (TSPO) PET/CT images and corresponding day 1 T2w
MR image. (B and C) Quantiﬁcation of 18F-DPA-714 uptake (%ID/mL) within infarct (B) and contralateral striatum (C). *P , 0.05 vs. day 30. #P , 0.05 vs. treatment. ##P , 0.01 vs. treatment. ###P ,
0.005 vs. treatment.
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Furthermore, we tracked therapy response on 2 strokeassociated MRI parameters, ADC and CBF. Representative
diffusion-weighted images and the respective ADC maps from
control and PLX5622-treated mice are shown in Figure 3A. RM
ANOVA indicated main effects of treatment (P 5 0.011; power,
0.55) and time (P , 0.001) but not of time 3 treatment (P 5 0.2)
on ADC within the infarct. In control mice, ADC signiﬁcantly
increased on days 21 (P 5 0.022) and 30 (P 5 0.006) compared
with day 1 after ischemia. Similarly, ADC signiﬁcantly increased
on days 21 (P 5 0.10) and 30 (P 5 0.003) compared with day 3
(Fig. 3B). In PLX5622-treated mice, the ADC within the infarct
was signiﬁcantly increased on days 7 (P 5 0.011), 14 (P 5 0.10),
21 (P , 0.001), and 30 (P , 0.001) compared with day 1. Additionally, ADCs were signiﬁcantly increased on days 21
(P 5 0.016) and 30 (P , 0.001) compared with day 3. A treatment
effect was observed on day 30 after ischemia, with the ADC of
PLX5622-treated mice within the infarct being signiﬁcantly higher
than that of control mice (P 5 0.028) (Fig. 3B). No treatment
effect was observed on ADCs in the contralateral region
(P 5 0.10). The intraindividual follow-up of the infarct-to-contralateral ratio indicated comparable temporal recovery between
groups (Supplemental Fig. 7).
Representative ASL maps from control and PLX5622-treated
mice are shown in Figure 4A. To account for intraindividual

FIGURE 3. (A) Representative diffusion-weighted images (for b 5 2,400
s/mm2) and respective ADC maps. (B) Time course of ADCs, indicating
homeostatic imbalance within infarct at day 30 with treatment. DWI 5
diffusion-weighted imaging. *P , 0.05 vs. day 1. **P , 0.01 vs. day 1.
***P , 0.005 vs. day 1. #P , 0.05 vs. treatment. &P , 0.05 vs. day 3. &&P
, 0.01 vs. day 3. &&&P , 0.005 vs. day 3.

variability, we reported the temporal dynamic of the infarct-to-contralateral ratio for both groups (Fig. 4B). Two-way RM ANOVA
indicated a signiﬁcant effect of time (P 5 0.045), treatment
(P 5 0.042; power, 0.49), and time 3 treatment (P 5 0.019). In
control mice, the infarct-to-contralateral ratio signiﬁcantly
increased on day 21 compared with day 1 (P 5 0.028), whereas
PLX5622-treated mice did not show any signiﬁcant difference over
time (P 5 0.15). A therapy effect was observed on day 21, with
control mice showing an increased infarct-to-contralateral ratio
(1.00 6 0.03) compared with PLX5622-treated mice (0.89 6 0.03)
(P 5 0.048). Mean CBFs are reported in Supplemental Fig. 8.
We quantiﬁed the number of Iba-1–positive cells within the
infarct, at the periphery of the infarct, and in the contralateral striatum of both groups as an index of therapy efﬁciency (Supplemental
Fig. 9A). Two-way RM ANOVA indicated treatment (P , 0.001)
and region (P , 0.001) effects. Treatment effects were detected at
the periphery (P 5 0.035) and contralateral side (P , 0.001), with
the percentage of Iba-1–positive area being higher in control mice
than in PLX5622-treated mice (Supplemental Fig. 9B).
Qualitative assessment of Iba-1–positive cells indicated that
microglia and macrophages showed elongated thin processes in
control mice, indicative of a resting state, whereas they showed
shorter, thicker processes with large soma in PLX5622-treated
mice, indicative of a reactive state (Fig. 5; Supplemental Fig. 9B).
Additionally, the number of ramiﬁcations at the periphery and
contralateral striatum was higher in control than in PLX5622treated mice.
Increased astrogliosis was observed in the contralateral striatum
of PLX5622-treated mice (Supplemental Fig. 10).
We further characterized the Iba-1–positive cell population by
immunoﬂuorescence. Brain slices from day 35 were costained with
TSPO, CSF-1R, and TMEM119 (Fig. 5). Both control and
PLX5622-treated mice showed a strong population of Iba1–positive TSPO-positive cells within the infarct, indicating that
microglia and macrophages are a TSPO cellular source whereas
most of the glial ﬁbrillary acidic protein–positive cells (astrocytes)
were TSPO-negative (Supplemental Fig. 11). However, we
observed many Iba-1–positive CSF-1R–positive and Iba-1–positive
TMEM119–positive cells in control mice, whereas none or few
were observed in PLX5622-treated mice. Immunoreactivity was
cross-validated by looking at messenger RNA expression of tspo,
csf-1r, and tmem119 in wild-type and stroke animals (Fig. 6A).
Tspo, csf-1r, and tmem119 were downregulated after 35 d of treatment (P , 0.005) in both wild-type and stroke mice, with no significant difference between the left and right hemispheres.
Long-term PLX5622 treatment globally reduced proinﬂammatory
Cx3cr1 and Ccl2 and antiinﬂammatory Cd4 expression (Fig. 6B).
Nos2 was downregulated in the contralateral hemisphere but was
unaffected in the infarct hemisphere. On the other hand, PLX5622
treatment did not change messenger RNA expression of proinﬂammatory Il-1b and tnf and antiinﬂammatory Arg1 and Il-6 (P . 0.05).
Additionally, PLX5622 signiﬁcantly downregulated the phagocytosisrelated trem2 gene marker in both hemispheres.
Motor deﬁcit recovery was used as an index of treatment efﬁciency (Supplemental Figs. 12–15). Overall, 3 of the 4 tests indicated a treatment effect on day 30 after ischemia. Although no
signiﬁcant effect was observed on traveled distance and velocity
in the open test (P 5 0.75), PLX5622-treated mice walked a
shorter distance in the rotarod test (P 5 0.023), showed less forelimb strength in the grip test (P 5 0.028), and moved more slowly
during the pole test (P 5 0.041) than control mice.
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FIGURE 4. (A) Representative arterial spin labeling maps and corresponding day 1 T2w MR image.
(B) PLX5622-treated mice showing signiﬁcantly lower infarct-to-contralateral ratio than in control
mice on day 21, indicative of impaired tissue reperfusion within infarct. ASL 5 arterial spin labeling.
*P , 0.05 vs. day 1. #P , 0.05 vs. treatment.

and peripheral immune cells during inﬂammatory conditions, making TSPO a suitable
biomarker for tracking neuroinﬂammation
and immune cell activation. Because of the
improved bioavailability, speciﬁcity, and
signal-to-noise ratio of 18F-DPA-714 compared with other TSPO tracers, 18F-DPA714 was used in target validation studies on
preclinical and clinical stroke and to track
the response to immunomodulatory treatment (20). In humans, image quantiﬁcation
requires patient stratiﬁcation because the
rs6971 polymorphism causes inter - and
intraindividual variability in binding afﬁnity. In rodents, the established temporal
dynamics of 18F-DPA-714 in stroke indicate that the number of CD11b–positive
TSPO–positive/Iba-1–positive TSPO–positive
cells peaks at around days 11–14, correlating
with the peak of radiotracer uptake (21,22).
Here, we showed a transient decrease in
TSPO expression within the infarct in
PLX5622-treated mice but a continuous
decrease in healthy tissue from day 14 after

DISCUSSION

CSF-1R inhibition–induced microglia depletion represents a
valuable tool to investigate the contribution of microglia
activity to postischemic brain injury. For the ﬁrst time, our study
showed the potential of 18F-DPA-714 PET imaging to track the
immunomodulatory effect of PLX5622 in stroke. We found that
CSF-1R inhibition transiently decreased radiotracer uptake within
the infarct whereas a sustained decrease was observed in the contralateral healthy tissue. Ex vivo characterization suggested that
one of the major cellular sources of TSPO expression was a potentially therapy-resistant Iba-1–positive cell population. Further
characterization indicated that those cells were mostly CSF1R–negative and TMEM119-negative, in line with the signiﬁcant
decrease in csf-1r and tmem119 gene expression. We concluded
that PLX5622 efﬁciently inhibited CSF-1R and affected at least
the main population of Iba-1–positive CSF-1R–positive cells,
including (TMEM119-positive) resident microglia, and dampened
the expression of some inﬂammatory markers. Moreover, the contribution from peripheral immune subpopulations to the immune
cell pool may be reduced, as indicated by the decrease in cx3cr1,
ccl2, and cd4 gene expression. Long-term CSF-1R inhibition also
affected homeostatic balance and tissue reperfusion, albeit transient, as indicated by our MRI data.
Altogether, our study highlighted a PLX5622 immunomodulatory effect in stroke, which can be noninvasively assessed by
18
F-DPA-714 PET imaging. PLX5622 affected subpopulations of
microglial cells but did not reduce the total number of Iba1–positive cells. MRI data supported vascular and homeostasis
impairment after long-term treatment.
TSPO PET is currently the most studied method for spatial
measurement and visualization of neuroinﬂammation, with a
bench-to-bed translational value, and other non-TSPO tracers are
currently being developed (19). TSPO is markedly upregulated by
immune cells such as inner brain glial cells (microglia, astrocytes)
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FIGURE 5. Immunoﬂuorescent staining for TSPO, CSF-1R, and
TMEM119 in Iba-1–positive cell population within infarct in both control
and PLX5622-treated mice on day 35 after ischemia. DAPI 5 49 ,6-diamidino-2-phenylindole. Scale bar 5 15 mm.
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and perivascular microglial cells, might transiently impair reperfusion because of increased vascular leakage (26) or atrophy (27).
The therapeutic effects of dietary interventions depend on food
intake. The mice showed a signiﬁcant body weight loss within the
ﬁrst days, indicating that a therapeutic drug concentration may
have been reached only after a few days; this delay may potentially have acted as a confounding factor.
CONCLUSION

We demonstrated that long-term CSF-1R inhibition during the
postischemic phase represents an attractive pharmacologic tool
allowing timely modulation of the inﬂammatory microenvironment. The potential of PLX5622 as an immunomodulatory treatment is supported by our longitudinal DPA-714 PET/MRI data.
We demonstrated its therapy effect on global TSPO-related
inﬂammation but also detrimental side effects on reperfusion and
homeostasis. Further investigations are needed to determine the
treatment time window that maximizes therapeutic effect and
avoids a potential negative impact. Noninvasive imaging techniques allowing intraindividual and longitudinal assessments support
the identiﬁcation of speciﬁc treatment time intervals.
DISCLOSURE

FIGURE 6. (A) Signiﬁcant decrease in tspo, csf-1r, and tmem119 gene
expression with treatment in both wild-type and stroke animals. (B) Efﬁcient downregulation of gene transcription for several proinﬂammatory,
antiinﬂammatory, and phagocytosis-relevant genes on CSF-1R inhibition.
mRNA 5 messenger RNA. ###P , 0.005 vs. treatment. &P , 0.05 vs.
wild-type mice. &&&P , 0.005 vs. wild-type mice.

ischemia. Therefore, we hypothesized that the decrease in 18F-DPA-714
signal at around day 14 was potentially caused by the depletion of
microglia and macrophages.
Ex vivo characterization revealed a mixed population of Iba1–positive/CSF-1R–negative and Iba-1–positive/TMEM119-negative
cells within the infarct, with no signiﬁcant therapy effect on the total
number of Iba-1–positive cells. This result indicated that PLX5622
may affect subpopulations of Iba-1–positive cells, including resident
homeostatic TMEM119-positive microglial cells (23), in line with
the signiﬁcantly decreased csf-1r, tmem119, and Cx3cr1 (myeloid
lineage) gene expression. As previously reported (24), PLX5622treated mice also displayed reactive or dystrophic Iba-1–positive cell
morphology in perilesional areas compared with control mice, indicative of a nonresting state. Altogether, changes in protein or gene
expression and morphology might indicate a shift in cell functionality, as supported by our gene expression data.
Additionally, the decrease in cx3cr1 (myeloid lineage), ccl2
(monocytes), and cd4 (T cells) gene expression indicated that the
peripheral response may be dampened. Similarly, Lei et al.
observed a signiﬁcant reduction in monocytes, dendritic cells, and
T cells of the myeloid or lymphoid compartment in bone marrow,
spleen, and blood (25) after long-term treatment. Therefore, further
research must consider the role of invading immune cell in the disease phenotype, focusing on (Iba-1–positive) perivascular, dendritic,
and monocytic cells that were not fully depleted with treatment.
Our MRI data indicated that long-term PLX5622 treatment promotes homeostatic imbalance and impairs vascular integrity,
which might partly explain the late functional decline. We propose
that the absence of CSF-1R–positive cells, including parenchymal
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KEY POINTS
QUESTION: Is PET/MRI a valuable tool to assess therapeutic
microglia modulation after cerebral ischemia?
PERTINENT FINDINGS: Long-term PLX5622 treatment has
immunomodulatory and detrimental effects on stroke as assessed
by multiparametric PET/MRI.
IMPLICATIONS FOR PATIENT CARE: PET/MRI may allow tracking of target engagement and of the efﬁciency of microgliatargeting therapies and reﬁnement of the treatment algorithm.
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Lessons Learned from Post–COVID-19 Vaccination
PET/CT Studies
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Vaccination against coronavirus 2019 (COVID-19) has created new
challenges. Lymphadenopathy with increased uptake in patients
undergoing PET/CT may mislead to unnecessary further evaluation.
We have analyzed routinely performed PET/CT studies after PﬁzerBioNTech vaccination to familiarize ourselves with the PET/CT
appearance of various PET tracers and to prevent the consequences
of misinterpretation. Methods: We analyzed 1,018 PET/CT studies
performed between January 1, 2021, and February 15, 2021. Information about the dates and sites of vaccination was collected. Visual and
semiquantitative analysis of axillary–neck lymphadenopathy and arm
uptake was correlated with immunization data. Results: Increased
uptake in axillary lymphadenopathy was observed unilaterally in 66%
of vaccinated patients, in 55% of patients vaccinated once, and in
69% of those vaccinated twice. The intensity of uptake decreased
over time. Fifty-four of 274 patients (20%) had simultaneous increased
activity in the posterior arm and ipsilateral axillary lymphadenopathy
(double sign [DS]). The sensitivity, speciﬁcity, positive predictive value,
and negative predictive value were 55.4%, 83.6%, 86.7%, 49.2%,
respectively, for axillary lymphadenopathy and 38.6%, 100%, 100%,
and 66.1%, respectively, for DS. No DS was observed later than 10
and 21 d after the ﬁrst and the second vaccinations, respectively.
None of the nonvaccinated patients had arm uptake or DS. Conclusion: Vaccination against COVID-19 frequently causes nonspeciﬁc
axillary lymphadenopathy with increased PET tracer activity. In one
ﬁfth of our study population, this lymphadenopathy was associated
with increased uptake at the vaccination site, DS. DS was 100% speciﬁc, with a 100% positive predictive value for postvaccination lymphadenopathy, hence enabling avoidance of misinterpretation of PET/
CT studies and further unnecessary evaluation.
Key Words: COVID-19; vaccination; PET/CT; lymphadenopathy;
pattern
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nuclear medicine departments (2). Imaging ﬁndings of COVID-19
in the acute or residual stages of the disease have been detected on
PET/CT (3,4).
Since December 2020, mass vaccination against COVID-19 has
taken place, starting in Israel, which became one of the ﬁrst countries with a high percentage of the population vaccinated. Cancer
patients, routinely referred for PET/CT studies, comprise a signiﬁcant subgroup of vaccinated individuals.
Lymph nodes (LNs) that house T, B, and antigen-presenting
cells have an important role in the immune response to vaccination. Once injected into the muscle, the vaccine is transported to
the regional LNs, and in some cases it may proceed to the next
nearest lymphatic chain stations, with further activation of the
T and B cells in these LNs (5). Incidental lymphadenopathy on
physical examination, mammography, breast MRI, or PET/CT
challenged interpretation of these studies (6–8). Several studies
recently published demonstrated increased 18F-FDG uptake in
post–COVID-19 vaccination lymphadenopathy (9–12).
The aim of present study was to describe the characteristics and
distinctive features of the post–COVID-19 vaccination PET/CT
studies with routinely used PET tracers in order to improve the
conﬁdence of PET/CT readers and to prevent unnecessary diagnostic and interventional procedures.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
Study Design and Participants

This retrospective study was approved by the institutional ethics
committee. The need for informed consent was waived.
All PET/CT studies performed at our center between January 1,
2021, and February 15, 2021, were included. Data collected from
PET/CT studies were compared with vaccination-related information
and analyzed.
PET/CT Studies

T

he coronavirus 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has changed our
personal and professional life (1). It has affected the workﬂow in
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Studies were performed on either a Discovery MI digital PET/CT
device or an MI-DR PET/CT device (GE Healthcare) 67 6 9 min after
injection of a 2.96 MBq/kg dose of 18F-FDG (n 5 973), 68Ga-DOTATATE (n 5 14), 68Ga-prostate-speciﬁc membrane antigen (PSMA)
(n 5 26), or 18F-PSMA (n 5 5). The studies were performed according
to standard protocols. All patients received an oral contrast medium.
An intravenous contrast medium was administered before diagnostic
CT in 359 patients.
Vaccination

Vaccinations were administered as per manufacturer instructions in
the deltoid muscle of the nondominant arm. The second vaccination
was administered 21 6 6 d after the ﬁrst one. Referrals to PET/CT
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TABLE 1
Patient Characteristics (n 5 458)

were according to clinical indications, independent of vaccination
status.
Visual Interpretation and Semiquantitative Analysis

Characteristic

All studies were reviewed by 2 experienced nuclear medicine physicians (one of whom was also a radiologist). After visual interpretation,
relevant areas of increased tracer accumulation were evaluated semiquantitatively by measuring SUVmax with an emphasis on the posterior
arm: the deltoid muscle and the axillary, supraclavicular, and cervical
LNs. Increased uptake was deﬁned as an SUVmax of more than 1, not
compatible with anatomic or physiologic accumulation of the radiopharmaceutical. The short-axis diameter of LNs in the ﬁeld of interest
was recorded. LNs were deﬁned as benign, malignant, or equivocal
according to their radiologic appearance. Kidney-shaped LNs with a
preserved fat center, a short-axis diameter of less than 1.0 cm, and
peripheral contrast enhancement were deﬁned as benign. O-shaped
LNs that had no central fat, were larger than 1.0 cm in short-axis
diameter, and showed diffuse enhancement were deﬁned as malignant.
All others were deﬁned as equivocal.
Simultaneously increased uptake at the injection site in the arm and
in ipsilateral axillary LNs was deﬁned as the double sign (DS). Studies
were interpreted without knowledge of vaccination status but with full
knowledge of the clinical background.

Age (y)

F-FDG PET/CT

Between January 1, 2021, and February 15, 2021, 1,018 PET/CT
studies were performed in our department, 973 of which were 18FFDG PET/CT studies. Vaccination status was known for 458
patients (242 female and 216 male; age range, 8–98 y; mean 6 SD,
61.3 6 14.9 y), who made up the study group. There were 452
(99%) patients with known or suspected malignancy, and 6 (1%)
were referred for the assessment of infection or inﬂammation. The
most common clinical indications included breast cancer (n 5 102),
lymphoma and myeloma (n 5 88), lung cancer (n 5 86), and gastrointestinal tumors (n 5 73). The patients’ clinical characteristics
are summarized in Table 1.
At the time of PET/CT, 274 of the 458 patients (60%) were vaccinated. The control group comprised the 184 patients (40%) who
had not been vaccinated, 16 (3.5%) of whom had recovered from
COVID-19.
LN-Based Analysis

Axillary lymphadenopathy was present in 268 (59%) patients,
156 unilaterally and 112 bilaterally. Of these 268, 39 were
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Male

216

Female

242

Indications for PET/CT
Breast cancer
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102

Lymphoma and myeloma

88

Lung cancer

86

Gastrointestinal tumor

73

Urologic and gynecologic cancer

40

Skin cancer

22

Head and neck oncology

19

Tumor of unknown origin

6

Fever of unknown origin
Bacteremia
Infection or inﬂammation

RESULTS
18

61 6 15

Sex

Statistical Analysis

Sensitivity, speciﬁcity, positive predictive value (PPV), and negative
predictive value (NPV) were calculated for DS and for axillary lymphadenopathy for each of the PET tracers. Studies were considered truepositive for DS when a vaccinated patient presented with increased
uptake in the ipsilateral arm and axillary LNs and true-negative when
there was no vaccination before the study and no uptake in the arm and
in the axilla. Vaccinated patients who showed no arm and no axillary
uptake were considered to have a false-negative result. Arm and axillary
uptake in nonvaccinated patients was considered a false-positive result.
For axillary lymphadenopathy, true-positive cases were deﬁned as
increased uptake in axillary lymphadenopathy in vaccinated patients,
and true-negative cases were deﬁned as lack of axillary uptake in nonvaccinated patients.
Differences between LN SUVmax or size with or without ipsilateral
arm uptake were assessed with the Mann–Whitney U test. A P value
of less than 0.05 was considered statistically signiﬁcant.

Data

Sarcoma

6
2
14

Qualitative data are number; continuous data are mean 6 SD.

vaccinated once and 141 were vaccinated twice. The LN appearance on CT was benign in 75%, malignant in 13%, and equivocal
in 12% (Table 2). LN size ranged between 0.2 and 5.3 cm (mean,
0.9 6 0.6 cm), and the SUVmax in the axillary LNs was 0.6–24.5
(mean, 3.5 6 3.3). Supraclavicular LNs, ipsilateral to the axillary
lymphadenopathy, with increased 18F-FDG activity were visualized in 26 (5.7%) patients. The sensitivity, speciﬁcity, PPV, and
NPV for axillary lymphadenopathy with a benign appearance and
increased activity (SUVmax . 1.0) were 53.7%, 84.8%, 86.5%,
and 50.3%, respectively (Table 2).
In the control group, 88 nonvaccinated patients had unilateral axillary lymphadenopathy. LN size ranged from 0.3 to 5 cm, SUVmax
ranged from 0.7 to 24.5, and the appearance was benign in 60
patients (68%), malignant in 18 patients (20%), and equivocal in 10
patients 12% (Table 2).
Vaccination-Based Analysis

Of the 274 vaccinated patients, 71 (26%) were vaccinated once
and 203 (74%) were vaccinated twice. The mean interval between
the ﬁrst vaccination and PET/CT was 9 d (range, 0–34 d). In
patients who were vaccinated twice, PET/CT was performed at an
average of 15 d (range, 0–34 d) after the second vaccination.
Increased uptake in axillary lymphadenopathy was observed in
180 of the 274 patients (66%): 39 (55%) of the 71 vaccinated once
and (after the second vaccination) 141 (69%) of the 203 vaccinated twice. LN size ranged from 0.2 to 5.3 cm (mean,
0.8 6 0.6 cm), and SUVmax ranged from 0.6 to 17.8 (mean,
3.3 6 2.7). CT appearance and SUVs are summarized in Table 2.
There was no signiﬁcant difference in SUVmax between the ﬁrst
and second vaccinations. SUVmax in axillary lymphadenopathy
decreased over time. No increased 18F-FDG uptake was observed
22 and 32 d after the ﬁrst and the second vaccinations,
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54 (12%)

DS (patients [n])

0

0

0.7–24.5

0.3–5.0

10 (12%)

18 (20%)

60 (68%)

88 (48%)

NA

Control group
(184 patients)

—†

9 (17%)

45 (83%)

—†

9 (17%)

9 (16%)
54 (20%)†

54 (100%)†

57 (21%)†
48 (84%)

0.9–8.6†

0.6–17.8

0.2–5.3

0.2–5.3†

5 (9%)†

0†

49 (91%)†

9 (17%)

6 (range, 1–10 d)

Once
(9 patients)

†

17 (12%)

14 (10%)

110 (78%)

141 (51%)

15 (range, 0–34 d)

Twice
(203 patients)

45 (83%)

45 (83%)

9 (range, 1–21 d)

Twice
(45 patients)

DS (54 patients)

†

5 (13%)

4 (10%)

30 (77%)

39 (14%)

9 (range, 0–34 d)

Once
(71 patients)

*For unilateral axillary lymphadenopathy only, with increased uptake (SUVmax . 1.0) and benign appearance.
†
Applies to both once-vaccinated and twice-vaccinated patients.
S 5 sensitivity; Sp 5 speciﬁcity; NA 5 not applicable.

57 (12%)

Arm (patients [n])

0.6–24.5

SUVmax

32 (12%)

Equivocal
0.2–5.3

36 (13%)

Malignant

Size (cm) in short axis

200 (75%)

268 (59%)

NA

Total
(458 patients)

Benign

LN appearance

Patients (n)

Lymphadenopathy

Mean interval from vaccination
to PET/CT (d)

Parameter

Vaccinated (274 patients)

TABLE 2
Results for 18F-FDG PET/CT

S, 37.2; Sp, 100; PPV,
100; NPV, 66.9

NA

S*, 53.7; Sp*, 84.8;
PPV*, 86.5; NPV*, 50.3

NA

Index (%)

malignant appearance adjacent to benignappearing LNs, including a patient with
lymphoma, a patient with ipsilateral breast
cancer, and a patient with metastatic lung
cancer.
The mean interval between the ﬁrst and
second vaccinations and DS was 6 and 9 d,
respectively, compared with a mean of 9
and 15 d, respectively, for the entire lymphadenopathy group. DS frequency as a function of the time after vaccination in patients
who received 1 or 2 vaccination doses is
FIGURE 1. Axillary lymphadenopathy (A) and DS appearance frequency (B) as function of time
depicted in Figure 1B.
after vaccination in patients vaccinated once or twice. Ratio above bars represents proportion of
patients with LN or DS among vaccinated patients who underwent PET/CT at same time.
The highest frequency of DS was observed
during the ﬁrst week after the ﬁrst or second
respectively. Figure 1A shows the frequency of increased LN vaccination (19% and 58%, respectively), with a lower frequency on
activity as a function of time after vaccination for patients who PET/CT studies performed during the second week (12% and 25%,
received 1 or 2 vaccinations. The frequency of increased activity respectively) and third week (0% and 19%, respectively) after immuwas higher after the second vaccination and remained stable up to nization. Arm uptake and DS were seen up to 10 d after the ﬁrst vaccination and up to 21 d after the second. The sensitivity, speciﬁcity,
32 d after vaccination.
Increased uptake at the vaccination site (posterior arm/deltoid PPV, and NPV of DS were 37.2%, 100%, 100%, and 66.9%,
muscle) was visualized in 57 patients (12%) (left, 41; right, 16), respectively.
There was no signiﬁcant correlation between intensity of uptake
with an SUVmax of 1.8 6 0.7 (range, 0.9–4.4). There was focal
in
the arm and intensity of uptake in LNs.
uptake at the vaccination site in 9 (16%) of the 57 patients after the
There
was no signiﬁcant difference in LN size between the DS
ﬁrst vaccination and in 48 (84%) after the second vaccination. CT
showed mild subcutaneous fat stranding in 18 cases and no signiﬁ- group (0.2–5.3 cm) and the non-DS group (0.3–5.0 cm) (P 5 0.74).
cant morphologic changes in 39 others. There was no increased However, SUVmax was signiﬁcantly higher in the DS group (P 5
0.001).
uptake in the posterior arm/deltoid muscle in the control group.
PET/CT with Tracers Other Than 18F-FDG

DS-Based Analysis

In 54 (20%) of the 274 vaccinated patients and 95% of the
patients with increased arm uptake, there was DS (Fig. 2). DS was
observed in 9 of the 54 patients (17%) after the ﬁrst vaccination
and in 45 (83%) after the second. The LN short-axis diameter was
0.2–5.3 cm (mean 6 SD, 0.8 6 0.7 cm), and SUVmax was 0.9–8.6
(mean 6 SD, 3.1 6 2.1). Among these 54 patients, 49 had nodes
with a benign appearance, and in 5 patients the nodes were deﬁned
as equivocal. In 3 of the 49 patients, there were LNs with a

There were 31 PSMA PET/CT studies (2.4%; 26 68Ga-PSMA and
5 18F-PSMA) and 14 68Ga-DOTATATE PET/CT studies (1.1%). A
single 18F-FDOPA study was excluded. Vaccination data, axillary
lymphadenopathy prevalence and characteristics, and DS are presented in Tables 3 and 4. Lymphadenopathy was present on PSMA
studies in 26 patients (84%), 24 (92%) of whom had a benign appearance on CT, and was associated with DS in 4 patients (13%) (Supplemental Fig. 1; supplemental materials are available at http://jnm.
snmjournals.org). Lymphadenopathy was present on 68Ga-DOTATATE studies in 12 patients (86%), all with
a benign CT appearance, and DS was
observed in 3 patients (21%) (Supplemental
Fig. 2). The sensitivity, speciﬁcity, PPV, and
NPV of DS were 44.4%, 100%, 100%, and
37%, respectively, for PSMA and 75%,
100%, 100%, and 50%, respectively, for
68
Ga-DOTATATE.
DISCUSSION

FIGURE 2. A 52-y-old woman with gastrointestinal tumor was referred for routine 18F-FDG PET/
CT follow-up study. Study was performed 2 d after second COVID-19 vaccination. Selected transaxial CT (A and D) and PET (B and E) slices at level of posterior arm uptake and axillary LNs, fused
image (C) at level of posterior arm uptake, and maximum-intensity projection (F) demonstrate
moderate-intensity uptake in left posterior arm (thin arrows) (SUVmax, 3.6) and high-grade activity in
left axillary nodes measuring 1.0 cm in short axis with benign appearance (thick arrows) (SUVmax,
7.1). Maximum-intensity projection also shows high-grade 18F-FDG activity in retroperitoneal nodes
and multiple implants.
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The aim of present study was to identify
the typical pattern on PET/CT studies after
COVID-19 vaccination in order to minimize
its inﬂuence on the routine workﬂow. We
have identiﬁed DS on PET/CT studies with
various radiotracers, showing increased uptake at the vaccination site and in ipsilateral
axillary LNs. DS occurred with 100% PPV
and speciﬁcity in up to a ﬁfth of the vaccinated patients. When present, this highly speciﬁc imaging pattern, ﬁrst described here (to
our knowledge), enables avoidance of false
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4 (13%)

DS (patients [n])

0

0

1.1–2

0.3–0.6

0

0

3 (100%)

3 (10%)

NA

Control group
(3 patients)

—†
—†

4 (14%)†
0

0 (0%)

4 (100%)

4 (100%)†
0 (0%)

1.4–3.1†

†

4 (100%)

0.7–1.5†

1 (25%)†

0†

3 (75%)†

0

NA

Once
(0 patients)

†

2 (10%)

0

18 (90%)

20 (71%)

14 (range, 0–24 d)

Twice
(25 patients)

4 (100%)

4 (100%)

12 (range, 1–19 d)

Twice
(4 patients)

DS (4 patients)

†

4 (14%)

1.3–3.1

0.4–1.6

0

0

3 (100%)

3 (11%)

10 (range, 6–18 d)

Once
(3 patients)

*For unilateral axillary lymphadenopathy only, with increased uptake (SUVmax . 1.0) and benign appearance.
†
Applies to both once-vaccinated and twice-vaccinated patients.
S 5 sensitivity; Sp 5 speciﬁcity; NA 5 not applicable.

4 (13%)

1.1–3.1

SUVmax

Arm (patients [n])

0.3–1.6

2 (8%)

Equivocal

Size (cm) in short axis

0

24 (92%)

26 (84%)

NA

Total
(31 patients)

Malignant

Benign

LN appearance

Patients (n)

Lymphadenopathy

Mean interval from vaccination
to PET/CT (d)

Parameter

Vaccinated (28 patients)

TABLE 3
Results for PSMA PET/CT

S, 44.4; Sp, 100;
PPV, 100; NPV, 37.5

NA

S*, 61.5; Sp*, 0; PPV*,
80; NPV*, 0

NA

Index (%)
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3 (21%)

DS (patients [n])

0

0

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

0

NA

Control group
(1 patients)

—†
2 (67%)

1 (33%)

1 (33%)

3 (100%)†

1.6–3.5†

0.5–0.9†

0†

0†

3 (100%)†

1 (33%)

3

2 (67%)

2 (67%)

4 (range, 2–5)

Twice
(2 patients)

DS (3 patients)
Once
(1 patients)

—†

2 (67%)

0

0

10 (100%)

10 (77%)

14 (range, 2–21)

Twice
(11 patients)

3 (23%)†

1 (33%)

†

†

3 (23%)

1–3.5†

0.5–1.1

0

0

2 (100%)

2 (15%)

6 (range, 3–8)

Once
(2 patients)

*For unilateral axillary lymphadenopathy only, with increased uptake (SUVmax . 1.0) and benign appearance.
†
Applies to both once-vaccinated and twice-vaccinated patients.
‡
Control group, only 1 patient.
S 5 sensitivity; Sp 5 speciﬁcity; NA 5 not applicable.

3 (21%)

1–3.5

SUVmax

Arm (patients [n])

0.5–1.1

0

Equivocal

Size (cm) in short axis

0

12 (100%)

12 (86%)

NA

Total
(14 patients)

Malignant

Benign

LN appearance

Patients (n)

Lymphadenopathy

Mean interval from vaccination
to PET/CT (d)

Parameter

Vaccinated (13 patients)

TABLE 4
Results for 68Ga-DOTATATE

S, 75; Sp, 100;
PPV, 100; NPV, 50

NA

S*, 87.5; Sp*, 100;
PPV*, 100; NPV*, 50‡

NA

Index (%)

TABLE 5
Comparison of PET/CT Postvaccination Studies
Days of increased lymphadenopathy uptake
Study
Orevi (current study)

Tracer
68

18
F-FDG,
Ga-DOTATATE,
PSMA

Vaccinated
patients (n)

After first or
only vaccination

After second
vaccination

503

#22

#32

$13

$20

Increased uptake
in deltoid muscle
68

18
F-FDG, 20%;
Ga-DOTATATE, 21%;
PSMA, 13%

Cohen (9)

18

F-FDG

728

Eshet (10)

18

F-FDG

169

NA

#70

Eifer (11)

18

426

NA

NA

F-FDG, 26%;
68
Ga-DOTATATE, 9%;
PSMA 0%

650

22

22

NA

Bernstine (12)

F-FDG,
68
Ga-DOTATATE,
PSMA
18

F-FDG

NA
NA
18

NA 5 not applicable.
There was no increased uptake after third vaccination.

disease upstaging or further unnecessary evaluation. Eifer et al. (11)
showed increased uptake in the deltoid muscle and in axillary lymphadenopathy, with slightly different results for 18F-FDG and 68GaDOTATATE (Table 5) and lack of PSMA uptake, probably because
of population heterogeneity. Interestingly, a similar pattern has been
described for 18F-FDG PET/CT studies after inﬂuenza vaccination,
with a prevalence of 5.1%–25% (13–16).
Stand-alone axillary lymphadenopathy can be challenging in cases
of lymphoma, breast cancer, melanoma, and other cutaneous malignancies. In the present study, we have demonstrated 18F-FDG–avid
lymphadenopathy in 59% of patients after vaccination for COVID-19,
compared with 45%–46% in recent publications (9,10). The frequency of 18F-FDG–avid lymphadenopathy was higher after the second vaccination than after the ﬁrst—69% versus 55%, respectively, in
the present study, compared with 53.9% and 36.4% (9), respectively,
and 43.3% and 14.5% (12), respectively, in recent publications. The
prevalence of lymphadenopathy with a benign CT appearance and
low-grade 18F-FDG accumulation was also similar, at 77% in the present study, compared with 80.1% in a previous study (9). This percentage is signiﬁcantly higher than that for axillary lymphadenopathy
after H1V1 inﬂuenza A virus vaccination (15), which was observed in
29.3% (13,15), or after papilloma virus vaccination (17), probably
because of the high immunogenicity of the COVID-19 vaccine.
The mechanism of 18F-FDG uptake has been addressed by Eifer
et al. (11). A strong inverse association was demonstrated between
axillary LN uptake, patient age, and immune status, with avid uptake
in 53% of immunocompetent patients, compared with 33% of
immunocompromised patients. Deltoid uptake was associated with
the time interval from the vaccine and with the number of vaccinations. The authors suggested that the activity in LNs is associated
with immune system activation and that deltoid activity has an
inﬂammatory etiology or is due to trauma induced by the injection
(11). The mechanism of PSMA uptake in lymphadenopathy is likely
mediated by PSMA expression on immune cells. A non–PSMArelated mechanism, similar to the accumulation in salivary glands,
has also been suggested (18,19). 68Ga-DOTATATE uptake in
lymphadenopathy is based on the expression of somatostatin receptors 1 and 2 on monocytes and macrophages and its regulatory role
in interactions with the immune system (20).
The typical response to vaccination is restricted to the regional
draining LNs, consistent with axillary nodes when the injection is

administered in the proximal arm. Increased tracer accumulation
in supraclavicular lymphadenopathy, representing the next lymphatic drainage station, was observed in 5.7% in the present study.
In the present study, increased lymphadenopathy uptake and DS
was observed from day 1 after vaccination up to 22 and 32 d,
respectively, after the ﬁrst vaccination and 10 and 21 d, respectively,
after the second vaccination. Cohen et al. have observed more significant 18F-FDG–avid lymphadenopathy from day 5 up to day 13 after
the ﬁrst vaccination and signiﬁcantly lower uptake after day 20 after
booster vaccination (9). Eshet et al. showed avid axillary lymphadenopathy 7–10 wk after the second vaccination (10). All studies have
reported regression in 18F-FDG activity in lymphadenopathy and at
the injection site. Table 5 summarizes the main PET/CT ﬁndings
after COVID-19 vaccination in recent publications (9–12).
In contrast to a few published case reports showing a systemic
inﬂammatory response syndrome after COVID-19 vaccination
(21), no systemic ﬁndings were noted in our cohort or in other
large cohorts. These differences are consistent with the published
vaccination-related reaction data (22,23).
Limitations of the present study are due to its retrospective
nature. In addition, for obvious reasons, none of LNs were biopsied. Positive studies were not repeated to follow up the lymphadenopathy or the arm uptake. One patient returned for evaluation
of treatment response 53 d after the ﬁrst study and showed complete resolution of all previously visualized ﬁndings (Fig. 3).
PSMA PET/CT studies with 68Ga and 18F, both routinely used
for the assessment of patients with prostate cancer, were analyzed
together because of the relatively small number of these studies in
the present cohort. Patients with diseases that have a predilection
to cause axillary lymphadenopathy, such as melanoma, breast cancer, and lymphoma, were not excluded, reﬂecting the routine
workﬂow. In these cases, the radiologic appearance of the lymphadenopathy plays a crucial role. In most cases, benign and malignant LNs can be separated, with only 8% deﬁned as equivocal in
the present study and 14.8% in another study (9).
Familiarity with postvaccination patterns on PET/CT is important
for the interpreting, as well as the referring, physicians. To prevent
erroneous interpretation of postvaccination lymphadenopathy, it has
been previously suggested that PET/CT be postponed until recovery
from postimmunization lymphadenopathy. However, lymphadenopathy may persist for up to 70 d (11) after vaccination, and such
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FIGURE 3. A 57-y-old woman with vulvar melanoma was referred for
F-FDG PET/CT for staging (A) and 53 d later for evaluation of treatment
response (B). Increased 18F-FDG uptake seen in right arm and in ipsilateral
axilla (arrows) on baseline PET maximum-intensity projection (A) has
completely resolved on second study.
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prolonged delays should be avoided, especially in cancer patients.
We recommend adding to the routine patient questionnaire the dates
and locations of vaccination and any history of COVID-19 infection. It is also advisable to actively look for DS in addition to routinely interpreting the LN appearance. Awareness of the different
patterns may help prevent false-positive interpretations of PET/CT
studies.
CONCLUSION

COVID-19 vaccination frequently causes axillary radiotraceravid lymphadenopathy and postinjection uptake in the arm. DS,
observed in the present study in 20% of postvaccination patients, is
highly speciﬁc for postvaccination lymphadenopathy and can reduce
misinterpretation of PET/CT and the consequences of that misinterpretation. The present study included a large patient population but
was a single-center study with only 1 type of vaccine. Further similar studies with other types of COVID-19 vaccine are needed.
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KEY POINTS
QUESTION: How does COVID-19 vaccine lymphadenopathy challenge the interpretation of PET/CT studies?
PERTINENT FINDINGS: Post–COVID-19 vaccination PET/CT
studies showed stand-alone axillary lymphadenopathy in 68% of
patients. A ﬁfth of the patients had simultaneous tracer accumulation at the injection site in the arm and in ipsilateral axillary LNs.
IMPLICATIONS FOR PATIENT CARE: The ﬁnding of simultaneous tracer accumulation at the injection site in the arm and in
ipsilateral axillary LNs was highly speciﬁc for postvaccination
lymphadenopathy, and awareness can prevent misinterpretation,
unnecessary further evaluation, and its consequences.
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Plastics are used commonly in the world because of their convenience
and cost effectiveness. Microplastics, an environmental threat and
human health risk, are widely detected in food and consequently
ingested. However, degraded plastics are found everywhere, creating
an environmental threat and human health risk. Therefore, real-time
monitoring of orally administered microplastics to trace them in
the body is tremendously important. Methods: In this study, to visualize
their absorption path, we labeled polystyrene with [64Cu]Cu-DOTA. We
prepared radiolabeled polystyrene with 64Cu. Afterward, [64Cu]CuDOTA-polystyrene was orally administered to mice, and we evaluated
its transit and absorption using PET imaging. The absorption path and
distribution of [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene were determined using
PET over 48 h. Ex vivo tissue radio–thin-layer chromatography (TLC)
was used to demonstrate the existence of [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene
in tissue. Results: PET images demonstrated that [64Cu]Cu-DOTApolystyrene began to transit to the intestine within 1 h. Accumulation
of [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene in the liver was also observed. The biodistribution of [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene conﬁrmed the distribution of
[64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene observed on the PET images. Ex vivo
radio-TLC demonstrated that the detected g-rays originated from
[64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene. Conclusion: This study provided PET
evidence of the existence and accumulation of microplastics in tissue
and cross-conﬁrmed the PET ﬁndings by ex vivo radio-TLC. This information may be used as the basis for future studies on the toxicity of
microplastics.

microplastics have been found in mussels purchased at markets in
Belgium (15). Considering that microplastics are widely detected
in food, we can assume that microplastics are ingested along with
the contaminated food. Therefore, it is highly likely that human consumption of microplastics is widespread. To understand the full signiﬁcance of microplastic ingestion, the absorption path for
microplastics ingested with foods needs to be visualized.
PET imaging is a powerful tool for observing absorption, distribution, metabolism, and excretion (16). PET can also be used to visualize
the in vivo distribution of toxic substances labeled with radioactive isotopes, including diesel exhaust (17), and inhaled aerosols of toxic
household disinfectants (18). Figure 1 shows a schematic of the study.
We ﬁrst identiﬁed the absorption path and distribution of microplastics
using PET. Microplastic polystyrene was labeled with 64Cu ([64Cu]Cu,
to yield [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene) and then was orally administered to mice. In a separate experiment, 64Cu was orally administered
as a control to assess the effects of the harsh stomach conditions on
dechelated 64Cu. PET was performed to monitor the absorption and
distribution of [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene or 64Cu over 48 h. The
ex vivo biodistributions of [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene or 64Cu
was measured. Ex vivo tissue radio–thin-layer chromatography
(TLC) was performed to identify whether g-rays emitted from the tissue originated from [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene or from 64Cu.

Key Words: microplastic; polystyrene; 64Cu; [64Cu]Cu-labeled polystyrene; PET
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icroplastics with diameters of less than 5 mm are recognized
as a new environmental threat and human health risk (1). Microplastics have been observed to accumulate in many different marine animals, including ﬁsh (2–5), copepods (6,7), mussels (8–10),
European ﬂat oysters (11), and others (12–14). Fiber-type
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Synthesis and Radiolabeling

To 300 mL of 0.1 M sodium carbonate buffer (pH 9.0), 2.5 mg of
amino-polystyrene (0.2–0.3 mm; Spherotech) were added. Then, 260
mg (471.70 nmol) of S-2-(4-isothiocyanatobenzyl)-1,4,7,10-tetraazacyclododecane tetraacetic acid (p-SCN-Bn-DOTA) in 50 mL of deionized
water were added, and the mixture (pH 9.0) was shaken at 1,000 rpm and
25! C for 20 h. Unconjugated p-SCN-Bn-DOTA was removed using an
Amicon centrifugal ﬁlter (30-kDa cutoff; Millipore). DOTA conjugation
was conﬁrmed using Fourier-transform infrared spectroscopy (Nicolet
iS5; Thermo Fisher Scientiﬁc), and the resulting spectra were analyzed
using Omnic software from Nicolet Instrument Corp. To determine
moles of DOTA per milligram of plastic, 50 mL of ﬁltrate were analyzed
by high-performance liquid chromatography (Waters). The quantity of
DOTA in the ﬁltrate was calculated from a standard curve (prepared
from an analysis of known concentrations of DOTA). The conjugated
moles of DOTA to polystyrene were then calculated by subtracting
the moles of DOTA in the ﬁltrate from the total moles of DOTA for
the reaction. Physicochemical characterization of DOTA-polystyrene
was performed using a ﬁeld-emission scanning electron microscopy
and dynamic light scattering. Concentrated DOTA-polystyrene was
subsequently buffer-exchanged to isotonic buffered saline for
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intestine using ASIpro (Siemens Medical Solutions) after coregistration of CT and PET
images. SUVmax was then calculated.
Biodistribution Study

The accumulated radioactivity concentration (percentage injected dose [%ID]/g) in
each organ was measured at corresponding
times after administration of [64Cu]CuDOTA-polystyrene or 64Cu.
Ex Vivo Radio-TLC

FIGURE 1. Schematic of experiment. [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene was synthesized and validated
using analytic instruments and radio-TLC. [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene was orally administered to
mice, and PET/CT was performed at 1, 6, 12, 24, and 48 h afterward. Tissues were weighed and
counted at each time point for tissue distribution. Ex vivo radio-TLC assay was performed to determine
whether detected g-rays emitted from tissue originated from 64Cu or from [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene. PS 5 polystyrene.

subsequent radiolabeling. The ﬁnal concentration before radiolabeling
was 2.5 mg/100 mL.
Cyclotron-produced [64Cu]CuCl2 was dried and redissolved in 0.01 N
HCl (ﬁnal concentration, 9.25 MBq/mL). In a 1.5-mL tube, 155.4 MBq
of [64Cu]CuCl2 were added to 80 mL of 0.1 M NaOAc buffer (pH 5).
DOTA-polystyrene (2 mg in 80 mL) was added, and the mixture was
shaken in a Thermomixer C (Eppendorf AG) at 40! C and 1,000 rpm
for 30 min. 64Cu-labeled DOTA-polystyrene was puriﬁed using an Amicon centrifugal ﬁlter at 25! C, 3,000 rpm, for 30 min. By repeating this
procedure, reaction buffer was exchanged to 1 3 phosphate-buffered
saline for further studies.
In Vitro Stability Study

[64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene in phosphate-buffered saline (1.85
MBq/30 mL) was diluted in 270 mL of phosphate-buffered saline, hydrochloric acid-potassium chloride buffer (pH 2), human serum, or mouse
serum. Each sample was incubated at 25! C (buffer) or 37! C (serum)
for 48 h. Percentage stability was analyzed using instant TLC (0.1 M citric acid in water as a mobile phase).
PET/CT

All animal experiments were performed under the institutional guidelines of the Korea Institute of Radiological and Medical Sciences. BALB/
c nude mice (n 5 5–7, 5 wk old; Shizuoka Laboratory Center) were used.
PET/CT images were acquired with an Inveon PET scanner (Siemens
Medical Solutions). [64Cu]CuCl2 (4.81 MBq/100 mL) or [64Cu]CuDOTA-polystyrene (4.81 MBq/57.8 mg/100 mL) was orally administered
to the mice. PET was performed at 1, 6, 12, 24, and 48 h afterward. The
PET data were acquired for 15 min within 350–650 keV and were reconstructed using a maximum a priori with shifted Poisson distribution (SPMAP) algorithm (target resolution 3). The voxel size was 0.776 3 0.776
3 0.796 mm. Regions of interest were drawn in the stomach, liver, and
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Ex vivo radio-TLC assays were performed to
determine whether the detected g-rays emitted
from the tissues were emitted from 64Cu or
from [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene at each
time point. Homogenized samples were lysed
in 10% sodium dodecyl sulfate phosphatebuffered saline (pH 7.4) instead of strong acid
because low pH (#1) induces dechelation of
64
Cu from DOTA within 1 min (19). Similarly,
a low pH in the stomach can disrupt stable chelation of [64Cu]Cu-DOTA, and this phenomenon was identiﬁed from ex vivo radio-TLC of
the stomach at later time points.
Statistical Analysis

The data are presented as the mean with SD.
The Student t test was performed using Prism
(version 5.0; GraphPad).

RESULTS
Synthesis and Radiolabeling

DOTA was conjugated by high-performance liquid chromatography and a Fourier-transform infrared spectrometer (Fig. 2A; Supplemental Fig. 1; supplemental materials are available at http://jnm.
snmjournals.org). Per milligram of polystyrene, 184.78 6 0.26
nmol of DOTA were conjugated. The particle size of polystyrene
and DOTA-polystyrene was 223–224 nm, and no aggregation was
observed (in either set of results) after the DOTA-conjugation reaction (Figs. 2B and 2C). The radiochemical yield of [64Cu]CuDOTA-polystyrene was 92.07% 6 3.20%, and radiochemical purity
was 96.39% 6 1.66% (Supplemental Fig. 2A).
In Vitro Stability Study

No signiﬁcant dechelation was observed after 48 h in phosphatebuffered saline (96.34%), pH 2 (91.68%), human serum (93.23%),
or mouse serum (96.83%). The in vitro stability study demonstrated
that 64Cu-labeled polystyrene was stable for the period used in this
study (Supplemental Fig. 2B).
PET/CT

Figure 3 and Supplemental Figure 3 show the representative PET
data at 1, 6, 12, 24, and 48 h after oral administration of [64Cu]CuDOTA-polystyrene or 64Cu. The corresponding time–activity curve
is shown for the stomach, liver, and intestine. PET images demonstrate that [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene remained in the stomach
for up to 24 h. The SUVmax of [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene in
the stomach was 35.42 6 4.25 at 1 h, 36.22 6 3.91 at 6 h, 37.32
6 1.34 at 12 h, 22.68 6 4.81 at 24 h, and 0.20 6 0.03 at 48 h. Polystyrene began its transit to the intestine within 1 h. The SUVmax of
[64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene in the intestine was 41.93 6 22.59
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polystyrene was 2.01-, 2.31-, 8.28-, 3.61-,
and 13.27-fold greater than that of 64Cu at
the 1-, 6-, 12-, 24-, and 48-h time points, respectively. In the small intestine, the %ID/g
of [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene was 6.89-,
0.92-, 3.44-, 2.50-, and 11.44-fold greater
than that of 64Cu at the 1-, 6-, 12-, 24-, and
48-h time points, respectively. In the large
intestine, the %ID/g of [64Cu]Cu-DOTApolystyrene was 0.36-, 3.95-, 2.28-, 3.11-,
and 13.75-fold greater in the stomach that
that of 64Cu at the 1-, 6-, 12-, 24-, and 48h time points, respectively. In the liver, the
%ID/g of [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene
was 0.10-, 0.22-, 0.18-, 0.49-, and 0.10-fold
lower than that of 64Cu at the 1-, 6-, 12-,
24-, and 48-h time points, respectively. Additionally, we observed transit of [64Cu]CuDOTA-polystyrene to the liver, spleen, heart,
blood, lung, kidney, bladder, and testis.
FIGURE 2. Synthesis of [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene, and physicochemical validation of DOTAIn contrast, most of the 64Cu accumulated
polystyrene using ﬁeld emission scanning electron microscopy and dynamic light scattering. (A) pin the large intestine, stomach, and small
SCN-Bn-DOTA was conjugated to amine in polystyrene and labeled with 64Cu in pH 9 buffer. (B)
intestine at 1 h after administration. 64Cu
Polystyrene particles and DOTA-polystyrene particles show no difference in ﬁeld emission scanning
electron microscopy results or dynamic light scattering. (C) No aggregation of DOTA-polystyrene parthen quickly transitioned to other organs,
ticles occurred during conjugation. PS 5 polystyrene.
including the liver. The %ID/g was greater
for 64Cu than for [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene in all other organs, including the liver
at 1 h, 45.29 6 19.79 at 6 h, 33.84 6 7.10 at 12 h, 15.59 6 3.22 at (9.59-fold), spleen (12.0-fold), heart (7.85-fold), blood (5.83-fold),
24 h, and 0.72 6 0.75 at 48 h.
lung (25.69-fold), kidney (26.92-fold), bladder (1.35-fold), brain
The in vivo absorption and distribution pattern of 64Cu on PET was (1.36-fold), and testis (6.35-fold).
statistically different at each PET measurement point (Fig. 3). The
SUVmax in the stomach was 35.42 6 4.25 for [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-poly- Ex Vivo Radio-TLC
The ex vivo radio-TLC assay results for other tissues (liver, small,
styrene and 8.39 6 6.98 for 64Cu at 1 h after administration. Compared
64
64
and
large intestine) demonstrated that the radiation signal was from
with the SUVmax of Cu, the SUVmax of [ Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene
64
64
was 4.22-, 4.67-, 7.40-, and 7.83-fold greater in the stomach at 1, 6, 12, [ Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene, not from Cu (Supplemental Fig. 4).
and 24 h, respectively. Moreover, the area under the curve (AUC) for
[64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene was 6.03 times greater in the stomach DISCUSSION
(AUC for [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene, 1,034.0; AUC for 64Cu,
We ﬁrst identiﬁed the in vivo distribution of microplastics in mice
171.2).
by
labeling microplastic polystyrene with the radioisotope
The SUVmax in the intestine was 45.29 6 19.75 for [64Cu] 64Cu, orally administering [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene (radiolaCu-DOTA-polystyrene and 8.40 6 3.36 for 64Cu at 1 h after adminis- beled microplastic polystyrene) to mice, and using PET to trace its
tration. Compared with the SUVmax of 64Cu, the SUVmax of [64Cu]Cu- absorption and distribution. Next, ex vivo biodistribution studies
DOTA-polystyrene was 5.38-, 23.26-, and 19.43-fold greater in the conﬁrmed [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene accumulation in speciﬁc
intestine at 6, 12, and 24 h, respectively. Moreover, the AUC for organs. Ex vivo radio-TLC was used to conﬁrm that the detected
[64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene was 4.95 times greater in the intestine g-rays originated from [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene. Exposure to
(AUC for [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene, 933.1; AUC for 64Cu, 188.3).
microplastics in food and water through oral administration is a sigThe SUVmax in the liver was 0.04 6 0.03 for [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polyniﬁcant environmental and health problem (21–23). However, it is
64
styrene and 1.83 6 0.75 for Cu at 1 h after administration. Compared
extremely likely that microplastics are widely distributed within
with the SUVmax of 64Cu, the SUVmax of [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene
the food we eat.
was 0.02-, 0.01-, 0.01-, and 0.04-fold lower in the liver at 1, 6, 12, and
The advantage of PET is that it is possible to observe the in vivo
64
24 h, respectively. Moreover, the AUC for [ Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyabsorption, distribution, metabolism, and excretion of substances
64
rene was 0.07 times lower in the liver (AUC for [ Cu]Cu-DOTA-polylabeled with radioactive isotopes without killing the animal (16).
styrene, 3.78; AUC for 64Cu, 53.16). PET showed a higher uptake of
Although ﬂuorescence is commonly used for in vivo exposure and
64
64
Cu in the liver because Cu was largely adsorbed by albumin and
biodistribution studies, ﬂuorescence in animal bodies can be
64
transcuprein and then carried to the liver (20). Both [ Cu]Cuabsorbed by bone and soft tissues, and prolonged exposure to ultra64
DOTA-polystyrene and Cu were partly excreted in feces.
violet light can result in bleaching and loss of ﬂuorescence intensity
(24). Therefore, quantiﬁcation of ﬂuorescent images is limited, comBiodistribution Study
Figure 4 shows the biodistribution results for the organs of inter- pared with PET images. In addition, when microplastic-conjugated
est. Overall, the accumulation pattern was similar to that of SUV in ﬂuorescent dyes are used, animals must be killed to observe the
the PET images. In the stomach, the %ID/g of [64Cu]Cu-DOTA- absorption and accumulation of the microplastics over time.
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FIGURE 3. (A) Representative PET/CT of orally administered [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene or 64Cu. [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene accumulated in stomach
and intestine for 24 h. Uptake of [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene was observed in liver at 48 h after administration. However, 64Cu in stomach and intestinal track
was rapidly cleared and transported to liver. (B) SUVmax of [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene was signiﬁcantly higher than that of 64Cu in stomach and intestine. In
contrast, SUVmax of [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene was signiﬁcantly lower than that of 64Cu in liver. F 5 feces; I 5 intestine; L 5 liver; S 5 stomach. n 5 5. *P ,
0.05, Student t test. **P , 0.005, Student t test.

[64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene transit and absorption were observed
within the same animal using PET, without killing the animal.
In this study, we ﬁrst observed the in vivo pathways (absorption,
distribution, metabolism, and excretion) of microplastics labeled
with a radioisotope using PET. To trace the polystyrene after oral
administration, we selected 64Cu and p-SCN-Bn-DOTA for the
radiolabeling of plastic particles. We subsequently conﬁrmed
that the detected radiation was emitted from the [64Cu]Cu-DOTApolystyrene, not from 64Cu, using ex vivo radio-TLC. DOTA-Nhydroxysuccinimide ester and p-SCN-Bn-DOTA are frequently
used chelators (19). DOTA conjugation was conﬁrmed by Fouriertransform infrared spectroscopy, because the functional groups of
DOTA show speciﬁc bands (Supplemental Fig. 1).
The biodistribution study also demonstrated that the distribution
of [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene was different from that of 64Cu.
The biodistribution study provided quantiﬁcation of [64Cu]CuDOTA-polystyrene accumulation in each organ, even at low levels
of emitted g-rays. Using the biodistribution, we observed the transit
and accumulation of [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene within the gastrointestinal tract (stomach, intestine, and liver), circulatory organs
(heart, lung, and blood), renal system (kidney and bladder), and
even brain, at 1 h after oral administration.
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In contrast, orally administered 64Cu was rapidly removed from
the stomach, small intestines, and large intestine, before transit to
the other organs, including the liver (Fig. 4). We also observed a
higher SUV in the liver on PET for the group that was orally administered 64Cu (Fig. 3). In a previous report, accumulation of 64Cu in
the liver was observed on PET (20). For kidney and spleen, the levels
of ID/g (1 , %ID/g , 10) at 1 h were 3.47 and 1.08, respectively.
For bladder, testis, heart, lung, and blood, the levels of ID/g (%ID/
g , 1) at 1 h were 0.70, 0.22, 0.55, 0.92, and 0.21, respectively.
The rapid distribution of orally administered 64Cu to the other organs
may have occurred because digestive ﬂuid may facilitate solubilization of 64Cu in the stomach. 64Cu was partly cleared in feces after
transit through the gastrointestinal tract, and the remaining 64Cu
was distributed to other organs, including the liver.
In mice, the normal gastric pH is approximately 3.0 (25). During
transit through the stomach, [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene may
encounter harsh conditions, possibly dechelating 64Cu. However,
our ex vivo radio-TLC assay—through comparison data between
64
Cu and [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene—ensured that there was
no dechelation of 64Cu in the stomach or liver at 1 h. According
to the data, the detected signal from PET and the biodistribution
at 1 h in all other organs, including the liver, was from
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FIGURE 4. Biodistribution results for 64Cu and [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene in gastrointestinal tract (stomach, intestine, and liver), circulatory organs (heart,
lung, and blood), renal system (kidney and bladder), and brain. Overall, accumulation pattern of biodistribution was similar to that of SUV in PET images. %ID/
g of [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene in stomach, small intestine, and large intestine was signiﬁcantly higher than that of 64Cu. However, in liver, %ID/g of
[64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene was lower than that of 64Cu. Additionally, [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene transited to gastrointestinal tract (liver and spleen), circulatory system (heart, blood, and lung), renal system (kidney and bladder), and even to brain and testis. In contrast, most 64Cu accumulated in large intestine,
stomach, and small intestine at 1 h after administration. Subsequently, 64Cu transited quickly to other organs, including liver. %ID/g in all other organs tested,
including liver, spleen, heart, blood, lung, kidney, bladder, brain, and testis, was greater for 64Cu than for [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene. n 5 5. *P , 0.05,
Student t test. **P , 0.005 Student t test. n.s. 5 not statistically signiﬁcant.

[64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene, not from dechelated 64Cu. Although
the acidity of the stomach did affect dechelation at 6 h after administration, the other organs were not inﬂuenced by dechelation of 64Cu
from radio-TLC (Supplemental Fig. 4). Therefore, each data point
obtained from PET and biodistribution was conﬁrmed with
[64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene. Consequently, the dechelation of
64
Cu could be negligible (Fig. 4).
Recently, several animal studies have been published on the
effects of microplastics (26–29). Microplastic ingestion may induce
behavioral disorders in mice (30). Therefore, it is important to

observe how microplastics are distributed in the body after
ingestion. Remarkably, biodistribution demonstrated that
[64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene was distributed to all tested organs,
including the testis, even after a one-time single dose. Thus,
[64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene may transit and accumulate in all
organs even 1 h after oral administration. According to a recent
report, a 4-wk exposure to polystyrene (1.0% w/v, 10 mL) induced
male reproductive dysfunction in mice (31). On the basis of that
mouse study and our present results, we assumed that at least 4 wk
of polystyrene exposure may induce hazardous effects on
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individual organs such as digestive organs, circulatory organs, and
excretory organs.
We used BALB/c nude mice because we aimed to assess the
tumorigenesis after longitudinal polystyrene exposure for further
study. When different strains of mouse were used, possibly different
degrees of absorption, distribution, metabolism, and elimination of
polystyrene might be observed during PET.
The polystyrene used in these experiments was surface-coated
with amines, and it seems likely that this process might affect their
biodistribution. Polystyrene is a highly hydrophobic particle, and
the addition of multiple primary amines (hydrophilic and positively
charged at physiologic pH) and DOTA chelators (hydrophilic and
negatively charged at physiologic pH) on the surface may inﬂuence
biodistribution. Hydrophobic compounds and aggregates tend to
show uptake and retention in the liver, and uptake in the liver
may therefore be inﬂuenced by the surface modiﬁcations. Even if
radiotracers were prepared from the same material, differences in
size, shape, and surface charge can affect biodistribution and clearance. Generally, small nanoparticles penetrate capillary walls more
easily than large nanoparticles, and positively charged nanoparticles
are cleared more quickly by macrophages (32–34). Smaller and
negatively charged silica nanoparticles have enhanced intestinal
permeation by opening tight junctions (35). In this study, we
selected a sphere-shaped and 0.2-mm–sized polystyrene and
observed no signiﬁcant differences in size or shape after DOTA
conjugation. 64Cu-labeled DOTA-polystyrene contains uncoordinated carboxylic acids, which have negative charges, and free
amines, which have positive charges at physiologic pH. These surface charges may affect the permeability of the gastrointestinal tract
and distribution. Recent ﬂuorescence-conjugated microplastic studies indicated that the biodistribution of microplastics was dependent
on the size of the particles (26,36). According to the result of Deng
et al. (26), the accumulation in the kidney and gut was greater for
5-mm microplastics than for 20-mm microplastics. Therefore, it is
possible that a smaller amount of radioisotope-labeled microplastics
might accumulate in mouse organs when larger microplastics are
used.
CONCLUSION

Our results demonstrate the utility of PET for visualizing the
absorption and distribution of polystyrene microplastics radiolabeled with 64Cu. PET provides information on the accumulation
of microplastics in vivo and can provide information on how each
organ might be affected after continuous microplastic exposure.
The biologic effects of long-term exposure to microplastics in
each organ affected in this study will be evaluated in future studies.
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KEY POINTS
QUESTION: What is the absorption path for the microplastics
ingested with foods we eat?
PERTINENT FINDINGS: PET images demonstrated that [64Cu]CuDOTA-polystyrene accumulated in the stomach and began to transit
to the intestine within 1 h. Accumulation of [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene in the liver was also observed.
IMPLICATIONS FOR PATIENT CARE: On the basis of the
observed in vivo accumulation of [64Cu]Cu-DOTA-polystyrene, we
can assume that long-term exposure to polystyrene may be a
potential risk to human health.
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Evaluation of Deep Learning–Based Approaches to Segment
Bowel Air Pockets and Generate Pelvic Attenuation Maps
from CAIPIRINHA-Accelerated Dixon MR Images
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Attenuation correction remains a challenge in pelvic PET/MRI. In addition to the segmentation/model-based approaches, deep learning
methods have shown promise in synthesizing accurate pelvic attenuation maps (m-maps). However, these methods often misclassify air
pockets in the digestive tract, potentially introducing bias in the reconstructed PET images. The aims of this work were to develop deep
learning–based methods to automatically segment air pockets and
generate pseudo-CT images from CAIPIRINHA-accelerated MR Dixon
images. Methods: A convolutional neural network (CNN) was trained
to segment air pockets using 3-dimensional CAIPIRINHA-accelerated
MR Dixon datasets from 35 subjects and was evaluated against semiautomated segmentations. A separate CNN was trained to synthesize
pseudo-CT m-maps from the Dixon images. Its accuracy was evaluated by comparing the deep learning–, model-, and CT-based
m-maps using data from 30 of the subjects. Finally, the impact of different m-maps and air pocket segmentation methods on the PET
quantiﬁcation was investigated. Results: Air pockets segmented
using the CNN agreed well with semiautomated segmentations, with
a mean Dice similarity coefﬁcient of 0.75. The volumetric similarity
score between 2 segmentations was 0.85 6 0.14. The mean absolute
relative changes with respect to the CT-based m-maps were 2.6%
and 5.1% in the whole pelvis for the deep learning–based and modelbased m-maps, respectively. The average relative change between PET
images reconstructed with deep learning–based and CT-based
m-maps was 2.6%. Conclusion: We developed a deep learning–based
method to automatically segment air pockets from CAIPIRINHAaccelerated Dixon images, with accuracy comparable to that of semiautomatic segmentations. The m-maps synthesized using a deep
learning–based method from CAIPIRINHA-accelerated Dixon images
were more accurate than those generated with the model-based
approach available on integrated PET/MRI scanners.
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ccurately accounting for annihilation photon attenuation is
essential for quantitative PET. In integrated PET/CT scanners, CT
data are scaled to generate attenuation maps (m-mapCT) that are
used for PET attenuation correction. In integrated PET/MRI scanners, attenuation correction has been a challenge, as MRI does not
directly provide information about tissue attenuation properties
(1). The method initially implemented on one of the commercially
available PET/MRI scanners, the Biograph mMR scanner (Siemens Healthineers), segmented the Dixon MR images into 4 compartments (i.e., background, lung, fat, and soft tissue) and assigned
known linear attenuation coefﬁcients to each of these classes to
generate 4-compartment segmented m-maps (m-mapMR4C) (2).
Because properly accounting for bone tissue attenuation is important, particularly in the pelvis, a model-based approach was subsequently developed to add bone tissue to the m-mapMR4C. This
whole-body 5-compartment model-based m-map (m-mapMR5C)
generation approach uses a database of aligned MR images and
bone segmentations for major body bones and involves coregistration of the subject’s MR image to the MRI model (3,4). The current method implemented on the Biograph mMR (software
version VE11P) leverages the CAIPIRINHA (Controlled Aliasing
in Parallel Imaging Results in Higher Acceleration)–accelerated
Dixon 3-dimensional volumetric interpolated breath-hold examination sequence to acquire diagnostic-quality images with
improved spatial resolution within the typical 18-s acquisition. In
addition to providing diagnostic-quality images, this sequence was
previously shown to improve the accuracy of the m-mapMR4C (5).
Although the 5-compartment approach reduces the bias in the
PET data quantiﬁcation compared with the 4-compartment
approach, it has several limitations when imaging the pelvis, the
main focus in this work. First, air pockets (i.e., digestive tract gas)
are difﬁcult to identify and segment on the basis of the MRI data,
leading to biased PET data quantiﬁcation. Second, this attenuation
correction method is prone to registration errors and does not
account for the intra- and intersubject variability in bone density.
Deep learning–based methods are being rapidly adopted in the
medical imaging ﬁeld, with many applications in image segmentation (6–8), image registration (9,10), and image classiﬁcation
(11,12), among others. Such approaches that use convolutional
neural networks (CNNs) and generative adversarial networks have
also been implemented in PET and PET/MRI for various purposes,
including synthesis of CT images for PET attenuation correction
(or radiotherapy planning) (13–15). In the context of pelvic
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attenuation correction, deep learning–based methods have been
applied to create synthetic CT images using Dixon MR and
proton-density–weighted zero-echo time (16), standard Dixon
(17,18), and T1-weighted LAVA Flex (GE Healthcare) water-only
and T2-weighted MR images (19). All these studies reported
improvements in the accuracy of m-maps and reductions in bias in
the reconstructed PET images, compared with those obtained
using the standard segmentation-based m-maps.
Previously proposed deep learning–based methods cannot synthesize accurate pseudo-CT images from pelvic MR images in the
presence of air pockets, as they have an intensity similar to that of
bone structures in the standard MR images. Furthermore, perfectly
matched CT and MR images required for training of CNNs are not
available since these images are acquired on separate scanners at
different times. Therefore, the locations and sizes of the air pockets change between the 2 scans, leading to errors in both MRI–CT
coregistration and image synthesis tasks. As an initial solution,
Torrado-Carvajal et al. (17) ﬁlled the air pockets with values corresponding to soft tissue in the estimated m-map images. Leynes
et al. (16) ﬁlled the air pockets in the CT images with soft-tissue
Hounsﬁeld units (HUs) before training the CNN model. They
reported artifacts in their pseudo-CT images due to assignment of
bone HUs to air pockets. Both groups excluded the air pocket voxels from the PET data bias analyses. Alternatively, Bradshaw et al.
(19) used a technique that involved an intensity-based threshold,
morphologic closing, and manual adjustments to localize air pockets and place them on m-maps.
In this work, we trained and evaluated CNNs to automatically
segment air pockets from Dixon MR images and assessed the
quantitative impact on the reconstructed PET images. Furthermore, we used the higher-quality CAIPIRINHA-accelerated Dixon
images within a deep-learning framework to generate pelvic
pseudo-CT maps, compared them with the m-mapMR5C and
m-mapCT, and evaluated the impact of using these m-maps on
PET data quantiﬁcation. Consideration of bowel gas positioning
during the PET data acquisition will likely signiﬁcantly impact
accurate assessment of pelvic lesion uptake and have potential
impactful clinical ramiﬁcations in both staging and longitudinal
treatment assessment. Although outside the scope of the current
study, our work therefore provides the technical foundation for
future prospective studies to assess the impact of the proposed
techniques.

approximately 10 min after injection of a gadolinium-based MRI contrast agent (gadoterate meglumine [Dotarem; Guerbet]). This sequence
provides in-phase and opposed-phase water and fat T1-weighted
images that are typically used in the model-based m-map estimation
method. MR images were reconstructed with a voxel size of 2.1 3 2.6
3 2.1 mm.
CT Data. Low-dose CT data were acquired as part of the PET/CT
acquisitions using Discovery 710 (GE Healthcare) (n 5 26) and Biograph 64 (Siemens Healthineers) (n 5 4) PET/CT scanners (voltage,
120 kV; tube current, 150 mA). The CT images were reconstructed
with a voxel size of 0.98 3 0.98 3 5 mm. The CT data obtained from
the 2 scanners were considered equivalent for the purpose of
this study.
Image Processing. MR images were ﬁrst corrected for lowfrequency intensity nonuniformity using N4 bias correction (20). The
scanner bed was removed from the whole-body CT images using
intensity thresholding and morphologic operations. Subsequently, the
pelvic region was manually cropped from the whole-body images. CT/
MRI pairs were coregistered using afﬁne and nonrigid transformations
using NiftyReg (21). Finally, the images were resampled to generate a
volume with 256 3 256 3 n voxels. The voxel size of each volume
was approximately 2.0 3 1.6 3 2.0 mm.
Air Pocket Segmentation

Air pockets present in the CT images were segmented using an
image-thresholding algorithm (HUs , 2700). Air pockets in the MR
images were segmented using a region-growing algorithm implemented in ITK SNAP software (22). This semiautomatic procedure
required manual placement of seeds on air pockets and editing of the

MATERIALS AND METHODS

This retrospective study included data from 30 oncologic patients
(age, 57 6 10 y; 19 women and 11 men; weight, 69 6 15 kg) who
underwent successive, same-day PET/CT (as part of standard care)
and PET/MRI (research) examinations. CAIPIRINHA-accelerated
MRI Dixon data acquired from 5 additional subjects (age, 57 6 5 y;
3 women and 2 men; weight, 72 6 8 kg) were also included in this
study and used only in the development and evaluation of the air
pocket segmentation method. All patients gave written informed consent, and the local Institutional Review Board approved the study.
PET/MRI Data. Simultaneous PET/MRI data were acquired using
the Biograph mMR scanner. Whole-body 18F-FDG PET data were
acquired at 4 bed positions (injected dose, 568 6 78 MBq) for 20 min
approximately 2 h after radiotracer administration. Whole-body MRI
data were acquired at 4 bed positions using the CAIPIRINHAaccelerated Dixon 3-dimensional volumetric interpolated breath-hold
examination sequence (repetition time, 3.96 ms; ﬁrst echo time,
1.23 ms; second echo time, 2.46 ms; ﬂip angle, 9! ; scan duration, 18 s)

FIGURE 1. Overview of methodology. OSEM 5 ordered-subsets expectation maximization.
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FIGURE 2. Air pocket segmentation for representative subject (subject 21). Axial, coronal, and sagittal views of Dixon in-phase MRI are shown with semiautomatic segmentations of air pockets (red)
and segmentation predicted by CNN (blue).

A

resulting segmentations by experienced radiologists. These air pockets were used to train
a CNN. A UNet (6,23) architecture with
residual units, consisting of 4 down-sampling
and 4 up-sampling layers, with rectiﬁed linear units used as the activation function, was
chosen for this task. Three-dimensional MRI
Dixon in-phase volumes were used as input
data. The acquired images were resampled to
an isotropic volume with a voxel size of
1 mm3, and multiple patches with a ﬁxed
matrix size of 96 3 96 3 96 voxels were
extracted. To avoid overﬁtting during the
training, data were augmented by applying
610% image scaling and a random rotation
with a 610! angle. The MRI volumes were
normalized to zero mean and unity variance.
The network was trained and evaluated on a
dataset of 35 subjects using a 5-fold crossvalidation, where for each fold, the data were
split into 80% training data (28 subjects) and
20% validation/testing data (7 subjects). The
Dice similarity coefﬁcient (DSC) was used as
the loss function, and the network was trained
using an Nvidia Tesla V100 graphics processing unit.
The accuracy of the segmentation network
was evaluated by computing segmented air
pocket volumes, DSC, and Hausdorff distance (24) at the 95th percentile between the
segmentations obtained using the CNN and
the semiautomatic methods. The DSC and
Hausdorff distance are 2 metrics commonly
used in evaluating image segmentation methods and are measures of similarity and largest
segmentation error between 2 segmented
regions. Volumetric similarity (25) was also
computed using Equation 1:
Volumetric similarity512

B

j V2Vref j
V1Vref
Eq. 1

where V is the test volume and Vref is the
volume of semiautomatically segmented
air pockets.
Pelvic Attenuation Map Synthesis

FIGURE 3. (A) DSCs between CNN-predicted and semiautomatic segmentations for 35 subjects.
Horizontal line represents mean coefﬁcient. (B) Volume of air in segmented regions obtained using
semiautomatic and CNN approaches.
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A separate network also based on the
UNet (6) architecture was trained to synthesize pseudo-CT images from the 4 Dixon
2-dimensional axial images (17). Mean absolute error was used as the loss function. During the training, data were augmented by
applying random displacements of 5 voxels
and a random ﬂip in the slices. The Dixon
volumes were normalized to have zero mean
and unity variance. A 5-fold cross-validation
was performed where data were split to 80%
training data (24 subjects) and 20% validation/testing data (6 subjects).
The HUs of the output pseudo-CT images
were scaled to obtain the m-maps (26). Voxels belonging to air pockets were assigned a

m-mapCT. Bones were obtained by excluding voxels with linear attenuation coefﬁcients of less than 0.105 cm21 and applying
a ﬂood-ﬁll operation to capture the bone
marrow. A water-based soft-tissue ROI was
obtained by keeping only nonbone voxels
within the 0.090–0.105 cm21 range, and a
fat-based soft-tissue ROI was obtained by
selecting only voxels with linear attenuation
coefﬁcients in the 0.080–0.090 cm21 range.
Impact on PET Data Quantification

To evaluate the effects of using different
m-map generation methods on PET images,
PET image reconstruction was performed
using, ﬁrst, a model-based m-map with no
added air pockets, as generated and used on
the Biograph mMR scanner (m-mapMR5C), and,
second, MRI and CT-based m-maps with CNNpredicted air pockets from MR Dixon images
(m-mapMR5C-CNNAIR, m-mapMRDL-CNNAIR, and
m-mapCT-CNNAIR, respectively) (Fig. 1).
The PET images were reconstructed with
the Siemens e7-tools (version VE11P) using
the ordered-subsets expectation maximization
algorithm (3 iterations and 21 subsets), with a
voxel size of 2.132.132.0 mm, and smoothed
using a postreconstruction gaussian ﬁlter with
a full width at half maximum of 4 mm. Absolute and nonabsolute percentage RCs between
the PET images attenuation-corrected using
the m-maps generated with the different methods were computed and reported for the whole
pelvis and the ROIs listed above. To further
study the effects of misclassiﬁed air pockets
on the PET estimates in adjacent structures, a
fourth ROI was obtained by dilating the semiautomatically segmented air pocket masks in
all directions by 3 cm and subtracting the air
pocket voxels from the dilated region.
RESULTS

Example Dixon in-phase MR images
with air pockets semiautomatically segmented and predicted by the CNN algorithm are shown in Figure 2. The proposed
method was able to segment both largeand small-volume air pockets and to distinguish between air pockets and other structures with low signal intensity on MR Dixon
in-phase images, particularly bladder and bones, achieving a DSC
of 0.75 6 0.15, averaged across the testing/validation folds (Fig.
3A). Segmented air pocket volumes for each subject are shown in
Figure 3B. The volumetric similarity between the 2 segmentations
was 0.85 6 0.14. Overall, there was no statistically signiﬁcant difference between the air pocket volumes obtained using the 2 methods (paired t test, P 5 0.30). Subject 30 had a signiﬁcantly lower
DSC and volumetric similarity than other subjects. This subject
had one of the smallest volumes of air pockets, and the CNN misclassiﬁed the bladder as air, causing a large difference in segmented volumes (Supplemental Fig. 1; supplemental materials
are available at http://jnm.snmjournals.org). The average 95th

FIGURE 4. CT- and MRI-derived attenuation maps for representative subject (upper panels).
CT-derived attenuation map with air pockets predicted by CNN was used as reference to compute
corresponding RC maps shown in lower panels.

linear attenuation coefﬁcient of zero. m-mapMR5C and m-mapCT were
also generated. All m-maps were smoothed using a gaussian ﬁlter of
4 mm in full width at half maximum to match the resolution of the
PET images. The percentage absolute and nonabsolute relative change
(RC) were computed using Equation 2:
RC ð%Þ5100

j I2Iref j
Iref

Eq. 2

where I is the test image and Iref is the reference image. CT-based
m-maps with CNN-derived air pockets were used as the reference
image. Absolute and nonabsolute RCs were evaluated voxelwise
in the whole pelvis and within 3 regions of interest (ROIs): bone,
fat-based soft tissue, and water-based soft tissue. These ROIs were
segmented using a thresholding algorithm on the ground truth
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TABLE 1
Average Regional Nonabsolute and Absolute RCs Between Model-Based and Deep Learning–Based m-Maps, Compared
with CT-Based m-Maps
Region
Pelvis
Bones
Fat-based soft tissue
Water-based soft tissue

Parameter

m-mapMR5C-CNNAIR

m-mapMRDL-CNNAIR

P*

RC

2.95 6 2.06

20.13 6 0.96

,0.001

Absolute RC

5.10 6 1.41

2.60 6 0.63

,0.001

23.21 6 3.41

23.07 6 2.79

0.81

Absolute RC

5.31 6 2.45

4.54 6 1.91

0.08

RC
RC

6.20 6 2.46

1.28 6 0.79

,0.001

Absolute RC

6.76 6 2.17

2.57 6 0.69

,0.001

RC

1.20 6 2.44

20.77 6 0.96

,0.001

Absolute RC

3.20 6 1.50

2.02 6 0.60

,0.001

*Paired t test.
Data are percentages.

percentile Hausdorff distance between segmentations obtained
with each method was 51.0 6 52.4 mm.
The m-maps generated using model-based methods without
(m-mapMR5C) and with (m-mapMR5C-CNNAIR) added air pockets,
CT (m-mapCT-CNNAIR), and the deep learning–based method
(m-mapMRDL-CNNAIR) are shown in Figure 4 for a representative
subject. Qualitatively, the deep learning–based method appears to
distinguish fat- and water-based soft tissue more accurately than
the model-based method. Better representation of bone structures
was also seen in m-maps generated using the proposed method.
As shown in Table 1, the quantitative assessment conﬁrmed
these ﬁndings, m-mapMRDL-CNNAIR being more similar to
m-mapCT-CNNAIR than was m-mapMR5C-CNNAIR, with lower global
and regional RCs. When all the voxels in the pelvis were compared, absolute RC was decreased from 5.1% to 2.6% when
m-maps were generated using the deep learning–based method
rather than the 5-compartment model–based method. This difference was statistically signiﬁcant (P , 0.001). The largest improvement was seen in the fat soft tissue, where the absolute RC was
reduced by a factor of 2.6. The difference between absolute and
nonabsolute RCs was statistically signiﬁcant in fat-based soft-tissue ROIs and water-based soft-tissue ROIs. Although there were
no signiﬁcant group differences in the RCs obtained in the bones,
the 5-compartment model-based approach failed to assign bone
linear attenuation coefﬁcients in most bones in 2 subjects (Supplemental Fig. 2).
PET images obtained using each m-map and air pocket segmentation method and the corresponding RC maps with respect to
PETCT-CNNAIR are shown for a representative subject in Figure 5.
PETMRDL-CNNAIR had lower global RCs than did PETMR5C-CNNAIR.
It can also be seen that PETMR5C had an area under the bladder
with signiﬁcantly increased 18F-FDG uptake, compared with the
other PET reconstructions. This area corresponds to an air pocket
misclassiﬁed as soft tissue in the m-mapMR5C.
Averaged across all subjects, PETMR5C and PETMR5C-CNNAIR had
larger nonabsolute and absolute RCs than did PETMRDL-CNNAIR,
compared with PETCT-CNNAIR, both globally and regionally. Globally, the mean absolute RCs decreased from 7.1% to 4.9% and to
2.6% for PETMR5C, PETMR5C-CNNAIR, and PETDL-CNNAIR, respectively. As seen in Figure 6, improvements were also observed in all
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ROIs. PETMR5C had an RC of 20% and 12% in bone regions for the
2 subjects for whom model-based m-maps did not include major
bone structures.
In the ROI surrounding air pockets, PETDL-CNNAIR had an absolute RC of 3.0% 6 1.4% (range, 0.1%–6.2%), whereas PETMR5C
had an average absolute RC of 11.0% 6 6.5% (range, 0.7%–
31.6%). In this ROI, PETMR5C images of 2 subjects had an absolute RC greater than 22%, as their m-maps had large volumes of
misclassiﬁed air pockets near the bladder.
DISCUSSION

Previous studies have highlighted the important role that PET
(combined with both CT and MRI) plays in staging pelvic malignancies, planning chemoradiation, and assessing therapeutic
response using multiple different tracers. With the recent Food
and Drug Administration approval of PSMA-targeting agents, the
clinical need for a reliable depiction of pelvic uptake using PET/
MRI will only increase. In addition, PET/MRI is actively being
explored for evaluation of inﬂammatory bowel disease (27). For
all these applications, an accurate estimation of uptake will likely
impact prognosis, choice of therapy, and treatment response
assessment, therefore motivating our current study. First, misclassifying the air pockets as soft tissue could lead to false-positives
due to overestimation of PET activity in these voxels. Second,
lesions with increased uptake near air pockets could be missed
because of the decreased lesion-to-background contrast. Third, the
bias introduced in adjacently located lesions could impact the
assessment of longitudinal changes. Finally, from a methodologic
perspective, completely separating the air pocket segmentation
from the pelvic attenuation map generation tasks when using deep
learning approaches might increase the performance of the latter
techniques because the related anatomic mismatches between the
MR and CT images used for training could be eliminated (i.e., by
ﬁlling the air pockets with soft tissue in both datasets).
The ﬁrst aim of this work was to develop a deep learning–based
approach to automatically segment air pockets in the pelvic region
from high-resolution CAIPIRINHA-accelerated Dixon MR
images. Semiautomatic segmentation of air pockets is a laborious
and subjective process, especially when additional manual editing
is required. The proposed CNN trained using semiautomatically
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gadolinium-based contrast agent, which
caused the bladder to be separated into
bright and dark areas, the latter being incorrectly classiﬁed as large air pockets in some
subjects by the CNN. Acquisition of
CAIPIRINHA-accelerated Dixon images
before contrast agent administration will
eliminate this issue and can potentially
improve the performance of the air pocket
segmentation method. Although these infrequent outliers could be corrected during the
quality control step, the performance of the
proposed method would likely increase if a
larger number of datasets were available for
training. In principle, this could be explored
in future studies using only MR data. The
segmentation method proposed could be
combined with any pelvic m-map generation
approach to create maps that accurately
reﬂect the physiologic state during the PET
data acquisition.
Finally, although PET and MR images
were acquired in a single scan using an
integrated PET/MRI scanner, air pockets
could have moved during the data acquisition because of peristalsis. In this study, we
segmented the air pockets from a single
CAIPIRINHA-accelerated Dixon acquisition and used the resulting m-maps to
attenuation-correct the PET data collected
over a longer duration. One way to address
this potential issue could be to repeat the
CAIPIRINHA-accelerated Dixon acquisitions to detect potential air pocket movements over the course of the PET/MRI scan.
A second aim of this work was to train
and test a separate CNN to generate more
accurate pelvic m-maps than those generated
using the approach currently available on the
Biograph mMR scanner (m-mapMR5C). Qualitative and quantitative analyses indicate
FIGURE 5. PET images reconstructed using CT- and MRI-based attenuation correction
that a CNN trained with CAIPIRINHAapproaches (upper panels). RC maps for reconstructions performed using each method with respect
to CT-based approach are shown in lower panels. Arrow indicates air pocket region that was incoraccelerated Dixon MR images is able to
rectly assigned to soft-tissue linear attenuation coefﬁcients in m-mapMR5C.
generate m-maps with a better resemblance
to m-mapCT than m-mapMR5C. We noticed
segmented air pockets was able to accurately predict air pockets in that the overall absolute RC in the pelvis was reduced by a factor of
new datasets with an average DSC of 0.75, suggesting it could be 2, which was an improvement similar to that reported by Leynes
used to minimize this source of bias in the reconstructed PET et al. (16), Torrado-Carvajal et al. (17), and Pozaruk et al. (18).
images. Our results also showed that misclassifying air pockets as Compared with previous ﬁndings, we observed reduced differences
soft tissue can introduce bias in the reconstructed PET images, in bony regions between the deep learning–based and model-based
particularly in the adjacent structures, which could interfere with m-maps. This reduction was due to the fact that the bone tissue is no
clinical interpretations (28).
longer misclassiﬁed as soft tissue in the m-mapMR5C generated using
High-resolution CAIPIRINHA-accelerated Dixon in-phase the most recent method available on the Biograph mMR scanner.
images were used in the delineation of air pockets to provide
The proposed image synthesis method uses a supervised CNN
ground-truth data. However, these images contain a similar signal in to perform a voxel-to-voxel regression of MRI intensities to CT
air pockets and in some other structures such as bones, spinal cord, HUs. This approach assumes perfect registration between the MR
and some ligaments. Moreover, some of the subjects had a high and CT images, which is hard to achieve. Our MRI and CT data
number of small air pockets trapped between feces that were missed were acquired on different scanners with differences in patient
in the semiautomatic segmentation step but correctly identiﬁed by positioning, particularly in thigh ﬂexion and rotation. Although we
the CNN. Furthermore, CAIPIRINHA-accelerated Dixon in-phase have used a combination of afﬁne and nonrigid transformations to
images were acquired approximately 10 min after administration of coregister the MRI and CT data of the training and validation
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requiring the use of quantitative PET metrics, additional studies on patients with
pathologic changes are required to demonstrate its clinical utility.
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KEY POINTS
QUESTION: Can we use CAIPIRINHAaccelerated Dixon MR images to automatically segment air pockets in the
pelvic area and synthesize accurate
pseudo-CT images for attenuation correction of PET data?

B

PERTINENT FINDINGS: A convolutional
network to segment air pockets was
trained and evaluated using
CAIPIRINHA-accelerated Dixon images
of 35 subjects. A separate network to
synthesize pseudo-CT images was
trained and tested using the Dixon
images of 30 subjects who underwent
sequential PET/CT and PET/MRI examinations. In a region surrounding the air
pockets, an improvement by a factor of
3.7 was observed when PET images
were reconstructed using deep
learning–based m-maps instead of standard model-based m-maps.
FIGURE 6. Box plots of absolute (A) and nonabsolute (B) percentage change in reconstructed PET
images using different attenuation correction and air pocket segmentation methods. Box plots were
grouped for 5 ROIs. For each box, median is marked using central horizontal line and edges represent 25th and 75th percentiles of dataset. Whiskers were determined as 1.5 times interquartile
range, and data points outside this range were identiﬁed as outliers. PETCT-CNNAIR was used as reference image in these calculations.

datasets, some registration errors might still be present. Unsupervised learning techniques, such as the CycleGAN network incorporating cycle consistency loss function (29–31), can be used to
alleviate the need for perfect alignment of MRI–CT pairs. However, these methods require access to larger pools of data for training, and they have to be properly validated for attenuation
correction of PET data.
CONCLUSION

We developed a deep learning–based method to automatically
segment air pockets from CAIPIRINHA-accelerated MR Dixon
images. We also showed that a deep learning–based method can
be used to synthesize m-maps more similar to reference CT based
m-maps than the ones generated with the 5-compartment modelbased approach as implemented commercially. Although our
results suggest that this method might improve the CIs in studies
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IMPLICATIONS FOR PATIENT CARE:
The proposed deep learning–based
method can be used to accurately generate m-maps with air pockets and can
reduce the PET estimation bias in
regions surrounding air pockets.
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Performance Characteristics of the Biograph Vision Quadra
PET/CT System with a Long Axial Field of View Using the
NEMA NU 2-2018 Standard
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Michael Hentschel1
1
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Our purpose was to evaluate the performance of the Biograph Vision
Quadra PET/CT system. This new system is based on the Biograph
Vision 600, using the same silicon photomultiplier–based detectors
with 3.2 3 3.2 3 20 mm lutetium-oxoorthosilicate crystals. The 32
detector rings of the Quadra provide a 4-fold larger axial ﬁeld of view
(AFOV) of 106 cm, enabling imaging of major organs in 1 bed position.
Methods: The physical performance of the scanner was evaluated
according to the National Electrical Manufacturers Association NU
2-2018 standard, with additional experiments to characterize energy
resolution. Image quality was assessed with foreground-to-background ratios of 4:1 and 8:1. Additionally, a clinical 18F-FDG PET study
was reconstructed with varying frame durations. In all experiments,
data were acquired using the maximum ring distance of 322 crystals
(MRD 322), whereas image reconstructions could be performed with a
maximum ring distance of only 85 crystals (MRD 85). Results: The
spatial resolution at full width at half maximum in the radial, tangential,
and axial directions was 3.3, 3.4, and 3.8 mm, respectively. The sensitivity was 83 cps/kBq for MRD 85 and 176 cps/kBq for MRD 322. The
noise-equivalent count rates (NECRs) at peak were 1,613 kcps for
MRD 85 and 2,956 kcps for MRD 322, both at 27.49 kBq/mL. The
respective scatter fractions at peak NECR equaled 36% and 37%.
The time-of-ﬂight resolution at peak NECR was 228 ps for MRD 85
and 230 ps for MRD 322. Image contrast recovery ranged from 69.6%
to 86.9% for 4:1 contrast ratios and from 77.7% to 92.6% for 8:1 contrast ratios reconstructed using point-spread function time of ﬂight
with 8 iterations and 5 subsets. Thirty-second frames provided readable lesion detectability and acceptable noise levels in clinical images.
Conclusion: The Biograph Vision Quadra PET/CT device has spatial
and time resolution similar to those of the Biograph Vision 600 but
exhibits improved sensitivity and NECR because of its extended
AFOV. The reported spatial resolution, time resolution, and sensitivity
make it a competitive new device in the class of PET scanners with an
extended AFOV.
Key Words: acceptance test; long ﬁeld of view; total-body; NEMA;
digital PET
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ver the last few decades, PET in combination with CT has
consolidated and expanded its role as a standard-of-care imaging
modality in many clinical ﬁelds. This growth in use went hand in
hand with technologic progress, such as the exploitation of faster
scintillators and improved time-of-ﬂight (TOF) performance (1),
an extended ﬁeld of view (FOV), and resolution recovery methods
for image reconstruction (2).
Recently, digital PET (3,4) replaced bulky photomultiplier tubes
with silicon photomultipliers (SiPM), using single-photon avalanche diodes operating in Geiger mode to detect scintillation photons generated from transferring the energy of annihilation
photons in the scintillator. SiPMs not only are smaller than photomultiplier tubes but also provide a 1,000 times larger gain and
increased energy resolution (5). Thanks to high ampliﬁcation, a
fast signal, and high light collection, SiPM-based PET systems
achieve a time resolution of as low as 214 ps (6), compared with
the 540 ps of PET systems using photomultiplier tubes (7,8).
When SiPMs are directly coupled to a fast scintillator such as
lutetium-oxyorthosilicate, the resulting excellent TOF increases
PET sensitivity and reduces noise; in conjunction with small-size
crystals, the TOF gain provides improved image resolution,
improved detectability, and reduced image noise (6,9). The sensitivity gain can be used to reduce the administered radioactivity
dose or to shorten the acquisition duration (10,11).
Current clinical PET/CT systems typically cover an axial FOV
(AFOV) of about 15–26 cm. As a result, only about 1%–3% of
the possible positron/electron annihilation events produce coincidence lines of response (LORs) that are actually detected. Furthermore, in many clinical scenarios, time-consuming multiple bed
positions must be imaged to cover the relevant portion of the
patient. Stretching the FOV by axially spacing out the detector
rings increases coverage of the patient body but not the overall
sensitivity (12). The viable solution is to increase the number of
detector rings, with the accompanying down side of increased
costs (13). The Explorer consortium and United Imaging Healthcare Shanghai, in collaboration with the University of California
Davis team (14–16), the University of Pennsylvania (17), and Siemens Healthineers (18,19), all developed systems with long
AFOVs, covering an axial length spanning from 64 to 194 cm.
The Biograph Vision Quadra from Siemens Healthineers is a commercially available PET/CT system that combines SiPM detector
technology with an optimal (13,15,18) nearly total-body coverage
(106-cm AFOV). Essentially, the Biograph Vision Quadra comprises the equivalent of 4 axially concatenated PET subsystems of
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Biograph Vision 600 PET/CT systems, building on proven highspatial-resolution and high-time-resolution technology (6,20).
The development of long-AFOV PET/CT scanners offers a great
opportunity to improve clinical workﬂow and explore new applications (13,15,18). The high sensitivity allows for a very low dose or
very fast scans (21) (with higher throughput, better patient comfort,
and fewer motion artifacts) in today’s clinical routine. In terms of
new applications, a high sensitivity and simultaneous coverage of
multiple organs enables, among other new research topics, lowcount imaging (monoclonal antibody imaging or cell tracking),
multiorgan interaction studies (e.g., brain–gut or brain–spine), parametric imaging, and pharmaceutical kinetics investigations.
Even though human imaging studies had been performed earlier
on a total-body PET device (16,21), comparable standardized performance data for the uEXPLORER (United Imaging Healthcare)
with an AFOV of 194 cm (22) and the PennPET Explorer with an
AFOV of 64 cm (17) were published only very recently.
Published ﬁrst in 1994 (23) by the National Electrical Manufacturers Association (NEMA), the NEMA NU 2 standards quickly
became the accepted set of measurements for benchmarking commercial PET/CT systems. The aim of this study was therefore
to evaluate the performance of the new commercially available
long-AFOV Biograph Vision Quadra PET/CT system according to
the latest NEMA NU 2-2018 standard (24). The measurements
included spatial resolution, scatter fraction, noise-equivalent count
rate (NECR), sensitivity, correction accuracy, PET and CT coregistration accuracy, image quality, and TOF resolution. Furthermore, the energy resolution of the scanner is reported, and clinical
images from one of the initial patient studies are illustrated.

Parameter

Specification

Crystal size

3.2 3 3.2 3 20 mm

Crystals per SiPM (mini block)

535

Detector blocks per ring

38

Detector ring diameter

82 cm

Energy window

435 keV–585 keV

PET AFOV

106 cm

CT model

Siemens Deﬁnition Edge

CT slices

128

Bore length with CT

230 cm

Maximal patient weight

227 kg

Cooling water temperature

!

4 C–12! C

SiPM array size

16 3 16 mm

Mini blocks per detector block

234

Detector rings

32

Image plane spacing

1.65 mm

Coincidence time window

4.7 ns

PET transaxial FOV

78 cm

CT generator power

100 kW

CT minimal slice spacing

0.5 mm

Total system length

611 cm

System weight

5934 kg
18! C–28! C

Operating room temperature

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Biograph Vision Quadra PET/CT System Specifications

The Biograph Vision Quadra uses the technology previously
developed for the Biograph Vision 600 PET/CT system (6,20). The
lutetium-oxoorthosilicate crystals are directly coupled to an SiPM
array with 16 output channels. Eight mini blocks form a detector
block, with 2 adjacent detector blocks always sharing a common electronic unit. The Biograph Vision Quadra has 4 times the number of
detector rings found in the Biograph Vision, with a total axial span of
320 crystals. This arrangement gives the Biograph Vision Quadra an
AFOV of 106 cm, versus 26.3 cm in the Biograph Vision 600 (7).
Table 1 details more system speciﬁcations.
The Biograph Vision Quadra records all possible LORs using its
maximum full-ring difference (MRD) of 322 crystal rings (MRD 322),
with an acceptance angle of 52! . In this ﬁrst version of the reconstruction software (VR10), also named high-sensitivity mode, images are
reconstructed with LORs spanning an MRD of 85 crystal rings (MRD
85). This MRD is comparable to the Biograph Vision MRD of 79 (7),
corresponding to an acceptance angle for axial LOR of about 18! . The
MRD metric refers to the number of crystals in the LOR’s axial extent
and includes the gaps between blocks. In MRD 85 mode, the Vision
Quadra does not use all the possible LORs between scintillating crystals for image reconstruction. In this work, all data were acquired
using MRD 322, whereas image reconstructions were performed using
only MRD 85. For experiments requiring no image reconstruction,
results for MRD 85 and MRD 322 are reported side by side. Although
currently unsuitable for clinical application, MRD 322 measurements
are still useful in a scientiﬁc context.
Performance Measurements

TABLE 1
Biograph Vision Quadra System Speciﬁcations

The performance of the Biograph Vision Quadra PET/CT system
installed at the nuclear medicine department of the Inselspital Bern

was benchmarked according to the NEMA NU 2-2018 standard (24).
Additionally, we measured the system’s energy resolution, which is
not part of the NEMA 2018 measurement set. Data were analyzed
using the NEMA tools software (Siemens Healthineers).
In addition, PET images from a human study are presented to illustrate image quality together with some initial quantiﬁcation results.
All PET images in this work were reconstructed into a matrix of
440 3 440 3 645 with an isotropic voxel spacing of 1.65 mm. This is
also the innate sampling resolution of the Quadra PET/CT.
Spatial Resolution. Spatial resolution was measured at 6 different
positions (Table 2; Supplemental Fig. 1; supplemental materials are
available at http://jnm.snmjournals.org) using a point source with a 0.
25-mm diameter containing 393 kBq of 22Na (Eckert and Ziegler).
After acquiring at least 4 3 106 true counts for every position,
images were reconstructed in MRD 85, without the use of a postreconstruction ﬁlter, and with 3-dimensional TOF direct inversion Fourier
transform backprojection, an analytic backprojection reconstruction
method (18). Corrections were applied for detector normalization,
dead time, radial-arc-correction decay, and randoms, but no scatter or
attenuation correction was used.
Resolution was reported as the full width at half maximum and full
width at tenth maximum of the point source’s spread in the radial, tangential, and axial directions. For each direction, average values over
the 2 axial positions were calculated.
Count Rates: Trues, Randoms, Scatters, and NECRs. For count
rate measurements, we used a solid polyethylene cylinder with an
outside diameter of 20.3 cm and a 700-cm length. A 3-mm-wide and
70-cm-long polyethylene capillary was ﬁlled with 894 MBq of 18F
and inserted into a 6.4-mm-wide hole running parallel to the central
axis of the cylinder at a radial offset of 45 mm.
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TABLE 2
Spatial Resolution in MRD 85 Mode
Full width at half-maximum (mm)
Axial position (cm)

Radial
position (cm)

Full width at tenth maximum (mm)

Radial

Tangential

Axial

Radial

Tangential

Axial

13.3 (1=8 of FOV))

1

3.19

3.58

3.78

6.49

7.15

7.63

13.3 (1=8 of FOV)

10

4.38

3.47

3.84

8.22

6.88

7.74

13.3

(1=8

of FOV)

20

5.82

3.12

4.21

10.71

6.25

8.87

53.0 (1=2 of FOV)

1

3.35

3.31

3.77

6.47

6.33

7.62

53.0 (1=2 of FOV)

10

4.38

3.53

3.90

8.19

6.81

7.80

53.0 (1=2 of FOV)

20

5.84

3.33

4.27

10.82

6.24

9.06

1=8

1

3.27

3.44

3.77

6.48

6.74

7.63

Average 1=2 and 1=8

10

4.38

3.50

3.87

8.20

6.85

7.77

Average 1=2 and 1=8

20

5.83

3.22

4.24

10.77

6.25

8.96

Average

1=2

and

The cylinder phantom was placed onto the patient table in the center of the FOV and axially aligned with the PET/CT system. The line
source insert was positioned close to the patient table, and foam blocks
were used to elevate the phantom above the table to an axially aligned
position. Data acquisitions in list mode were performed over the
course of 700 min. However, the NEMA NU 2 criterion of waiting
until true-event losses are less than 1.0% could not be achieved
because of the intrinsic radioactivity of lutetium-oxoorthosilicate.
Therefore, a previously described different methodology had to be
used (25): count rates were measured using delayed coincidence
windows, and the scatter fraction was calculated as a function of
count rate.
Every 20 min, data were acquired for 240 s, and the acquisitions
were binned into 35 individual sinograms of equal duration. Data were
not corrected for variations in detector sensitivity, randoms, scatter,
dead time, or attenuation effects.
Rates of total, true, scatter, and noise-equivalent counts were calculated as speciﬁed by section 4 of the NEMA NU 2-2018 protocol.
Prompt and random sinograms were generated for each acquisition
and each slice. Because of the extended AFOV of the Quadra, only slices within the central 65 cm of the AFOV were used for histogram
generation.
Sensitivity. For sensitivity measurements, we used the same
70-cm-long polyethylene capillary as described above and ﬁlled it
over a total length of 68 cm with an aqueous solution of 4.56 MBq of
18
F. The line source was surrounded by 5 concentric aluminum sleeves
of matching length and with known radiation attenuation. The setup
was bedded on foam holders with negligible attenuation. One sensitivity measurement series was performed with the capillary axially
aligned at the center of the AFOV, and the other series was performed
with a 10-cm radial offset added to the ﬁrst placement. The supports
for the capillary stayed outside the FOV. By measuring the count rate
while consecutively removing sleeves, we extrapolated the
attenuation-free count rate, for example, the count rate of the naked
line source (26). Data were acquired for 300 s for each sleeve.
Accuracy: Correction for Count Losses and Randoms. Data
acquired for count rate measurements were used to estimate the accuracy of the correction of count losses due to detector dead time and
due to random counts (randoms). Corrections for randoms, scatter,
dead time, and attenuation were applied. For attenuation correction, a
low-dose CT scan of the phantom was acquired with a 120-keV tube
voltage, a 80-mAs tube current, and a pitch of 0.8. The CT image was
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reconstructed into a 512 3 512 matrix. Scatter was corrected for as
described by Watson (27).
The PET image was reconstructed from MRD 85 data using
ordered-subsets expectation maximization (OSEM)-TOF with 4 iterations, 5 subsets, and 2-mm gaussian postreconstruction ﬁltering.
Image Quality, Accuracy of Corrections. A NEMA International
Electrotechnical Commission body phantom (28) of 180-mm interior
length was used for assessing image quality and the accuracy of attenuation and scatter corrections. The gravimetrically determined volume
of the background compartment was 9,742 mL, and the ﬁllable
6 spheres had internal diameters of 10, 13, 17, 22, 28, and 37 mm.
The central lung insert ﬁlled with polystyrene beads was void of
any activity.
The background activity concentration of 18F was 5.3 kBq/mL at
the start of image acquisition, constituting our low-activity-concentration benchmark. A ﬁrst measurement was taken with all spheres ﬁlled
with a concentration 4 times that of the background as stated in the
NEMA NU 2-2018 protocol (24). A second measurement was taken
with a concentration 8 times that of the background. The phantom was
axially aligned, with the spheres positioned around the center of the
FOV. The cylindric scatter phantom was positioned adjacent to the
sphere-containing phantom, and its line source was ﬁlled with 100
MBq of 18F at the start of the acquisition.
A single bed position was acquired for 30 min in list mode. Data
were corrected for decay, normalization, scatter, randoms, and attenuation. The required attenuation CT scan was acquired before the PET
measurements as described above. Images were reconstructed in MRD
85 using OSEM-TOF and point-spread function (PSF)-TOF with
8 iterations and 5 subsets. Both reconstructions were also performed
using 4 iterations and 5 subsets. No postreconstruction ﬁltering was
applied. Activity spill-in into the cold lung insert was used to calculate
an average residual error.
TOF and Energy Resolution. To measure the positional uncertainty of the coincidence event localization, we used the same CT and
PET data as previously acquired for the NECR experiment, without
corrections applied.
To determine the position of the line source, the ﬁrst frame with
activity below the peak NECR was reconstructed in MRD 85 using
OSEM with 10 iterations and 5 subsets, with scatter, random, and
attenuation correction but without decay correction. The method to
calculate TOF resolution is described in section 8 of the NEMA NU-2
2018 standard and was also described by Wang et al. (29).
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For measuring the energy resolution of the scanner, we used the
same data but without any corrections applied. This measurement is
not part of the NEMA NU 2-2018 standard, but it is based on the
same method as for the TOF resolution and was previously described
(30). An image reconstruction was performed for determining the line
source centroid, with scatter, random, and attenuation correction but
without decay correction. Trues were assumed to be within a perpendicular distance of 620 mm of line source data, and thus counts at
620 mm were assumed to come from scatter, randoms, and background. For each crystal, an energy histogram was generated using all
events within a distance of 220 and 120 mm. The weighted combination of counts at 220 mm and 120 mm, as done in NEMA count-rate

TABLE 3
Count Rates, TOF Resolution, Energy Resolution 3 100%
5 511 keV
Parameter

MRD 85

MRD 322

Peak NECR
(kcps @ kBq/mL)

1,613 @ 27.49

2,956 @ 27.49

Peak true rate
(kcps @ kBq/mL)

4,501 @ 27.49

8,633 @ 27.49

Scatter fraction @ peak
NECR (%)

36

37

TOF resolution @ peak
NECR (ps)

228

230

TOF resolution @
5.3 kBq/mL (ps)

225

228

FIGURE 2. Axial sensitivity proﬁles for 0- and 10-cm radial offset positions and for both MRD modes.

studies, was used to estimate the background (scatter and randoms).
All crystal peaks were aligned and added in a common energy histogram (Supplemental Fig. 2). The energy resolution was deﬁned as the
full width at half maximum of the energy spectrum so obtained. For
comparison, the energy resolution was also measured using a more
conventional method, by placing a 19-cm-long line source containing
19.19 MBq of 68Ge without a scattering medium at the center of
the FOV.

10

Relative count rate error (%)

FIGURE 1. (A and B) Plots of prompts, randoms, trues, scatter, and
NECRs for MRD 85 (A) and MRD 322 (B). (C) NECR and scatter
fractions (SF).

0
-10
-20
-30
-40

Maximum error
Minimum error
peak NECR

-50
-60
0

10

20

30

40

Activity (kBq/ml)
FIGURE 3. Maximum and minimum relative count rate error in MRD 85
vs. activity concentration; dashed line highlights values at peak NECR.
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TABLE 5
Image Quality Measurements Reconstructed with OSEM-TOF Using 8 Iterations and 5 Subsets or Using 4 Iterations and 5
Subsets
4: 1 sphere-to-background ratio

8: 1 sphere-to-background ratio

Contrast
recovery (%)

Background
variability (%)

Contrast
recovery (%)

Background
variability (%)

10

60.11

3.19

64.07

2.73

13

64.52

2.58

70.88

2.37

17

74.33

1.87

82.60

1.85

22

78.02

1.52

84.45

1.41

28

82.83

1.27

87.88

1.01

37

85.23

0.99

91.05

0.87

Sphere diameter
8 iterations, 5 subsets

Average lung residual error (%)

2.41

2.55

4 iterations, 5 subsets
10

56.35

2.46

61.95

2.14

13

61.52

2.04

68.99

1.88

17

72.26

1.54

80.94

1.51

22

76.33

1.28

83.09

1.2

28

81.35

1.1

86.69

0.91

37

84.24

0.9

90.16

0.81

Average lung residual error (%)

4.89

5.13

TABLE 6
Image Quality Measurements Reconstructed with PSF-TOF Using 8 Iterations and 5 Subsets or Using 4 Iterations and 5
Subsets
4: 1 sphere-to-background ratio

8: 1 sphere-to-background ratio

Contrast
recovery (%)

Background
variability (%)

Contrast
recovery (%)

Background
variability (%)

10

74.44

2.38

77.65

2.24

13

69.56

1.93

74.81

1.90

17

76.98

1.52

86.37

1.52

22

80.56

1.23

87.88

1.21

28

84.44

0.99

90.18

0.91

37

86.86

0.82

92.59

0.84

Sphere diameter
8 iterations, 5 subsets

Average lung residual error (%)

2.34

2.48

4 iterations, 5 subsets
10

64.25

1.67

74.40

1.49

13

67.88

1.4

74.73

1.34

17

74.6

1.15

82.73

1.15

22

77.66

0.97

85.37

0.96

28

82.38

0.83

88.54

0.80

37

85.47

0.76

91.19

0.80

Average lung residual error (%)

480

THE JOURNAL OF NUCLEAR MEDICINE

4.84

'

Vol. 63

5.09

'

No. 3

'

March 2022

A

Energy Resolution (%)

B

TOF (ps)

230
228
226
224
0

10

20

Sensitivity

10.2
10.1
10.0
9.9
9.8
9.7
9.6

30

0

Activity (kBq/mL)
MRD 85
MRD 322

10

20

30

Activity (kBq/mL)
5.3 kBq/mL
Peak NECR

FIGURE 4. TOF (A) and energy resolution (B) as function of activity concentration, with low and
peak NECR activity concentration marked with dashed lines.

PET/CT Coregistration Accuracy. Coregistration accuracy
between the PET and the CT images was measured with a vial of
13.3-mm diameter and conical bottom and ﬁlled with an aqueous solution of 0.2 mL of 370-MBq 18F and 1 mL of CT contrast medium
(Ultravist 370; Bayer Vital) according to the NEMA NU 2-2018 document (24). CT images were reconstructed into a 512 3 512 matrix and
slice thickness of 0.6 mm, and PET images were reconstructed using
OSEM-TOF with 10 iterations and 5 subsets, without attenuation correction or postreconstruction ﬁltering.
Human Studies. An oncologic female patient (age, 81 y; height,
160 cm; weight, 57 kg) participating in a clinical study (31) was
scanned 60 min after administration of 191 MBq of 18F-FDG. A single
bed position was acquired for 10 min. Eight images were reconstructed by binning the list-mode data into 10-min, 6-min, 4-min,
3-min, 2-min, 1-min, 30-s, and 15-s frames. Images were reconstructed using PSF-TOF with 4 iterations, 5 subsets, and a gaussian
postprocessing ﬁlter of 2 mm in full width at half maximum.
An isocontour threshold of 40% delineated the volume of interest
of an 18F-FDG–avid lesion in the 10-min frame, and a spheric volume
of interest with a diameter of 5.1 cm was placed in the center of the
liver in the same frame. Both volumes of interest were then copied
into the remaining frames. SUVs and coefﬁcients of variation were
computed for each volume of interest in every frame.
The human study (31) had been approved by the regional ethics
committee, and the patient had signed an informed consent form.
RESULTS
Spatial Resolution

Table 2 reports the full width at half maximum and full width at
tenth maximum for the 6 different positions in MRD 85 mode.
Count Rates: Trues, Randoms, Scatters, and NoiseEquivalent Counts

Figure 1 shows count rate plots for trues, randoms, scatter, and
noise-equivalent counts measured at MRD 85 and MRD 322, as
well as for scatter fractions at peak NECR. Table 3 summarizes
the count rate ﬁndings. As all events were recorded regardless of
the MRD setting, the peak NECR of 1,613 kcps for MRD 85 and
of 2,956 kcps for MRD 322 were both observed at 27.49 kBq/mL.

Table 4 reports total sensitivities measured for the Biograph Vision Quadra for
both MRD modes. The average system
sensitivities are 83.4 cps/kBq for MRD 85
and 176.0 cps/kBq for MRD 322.
Figure 2 exhibits the axial sensitivity
proﬁles. Although MRD 85 provides for
homogeneous sensitivity of around 200
cps/MBq over the measured AFOV, MRD
322 shows a peak of 549 cps/MBq in the
middle of the AFOV. As expected, the
MRD 85 mode gives the Biograph Vision
Quadra a ﬂat sensitivity similar to the peak
sensitivity of the Biograph Vision 600 (6).
In MRD 322 mode, the axial peak sensitivity of the Biograph Vision Quadra is 2.75
times higher than the axial peak sensitivity
of the Biograph Vision 600 (6).
Accuracy: Correction for Count Losses
and Randoms

Accuracy measurements were obtained from the difference
between expected and measured activity concentration on the PET
data as previously acquired for the NECR in MRD 85. Figure 3
shows the minimum and maximum error in the PET image plotted
against activity concentration. The count rate errors were below
5% (maximum) and 10% (minimum), up to the peak NECR; after
this discontinuity, both error curves increased their negative slopes
by a factor of 20.
Image Quality, Accuracy of Corrections

Table 5 reports the contrast recovery, relative background variability, and lung residual error for images reconstructed with
OSEM-TOF for the 2 sphere-to-background ratios examined, and
Table 6 reports the same for images reconstructed with PSF-TOF.
TOF and Energy Resolution

The TOF resolution at peak NECR was 228 ps for MRD 85 and
230 ps for MRD 322. At a low (background) activity concertation
of 5.3 kBq/mL, the TOF resolutions were 225 and 228 ps, respectively (Table 3). Figure 4 shows the time resolution over the whole
activity range.
Calculated energy resolution in MRD 85 mode was 10.1% at
peak NECR and 9.8% at 5.30 kBq/mL (Fig. 4B). When measured
using the 68Ge line source, energy resolution was 8.9% at peak
NECR, slightly better because of the absence of scattered photons.
This value was almost identical to the 9.0% published for the
Biograph Vision 600 (20).
PET/CT Coregistration Accuracy

The maximum coregistration error was 11.38 mm. Supplemental Table 1 reports the 6 individual coregistration measurements.

Human Studies

Excellent quality was observed in 18F-FDG images reconstructed with longer frame durations, with slightly higher noise
seen in frames reconstructed with 30 s and 15 s (Fig. 5). The evaluated lesion had a diameter of 1.58 cm and was detectable in all
8 frames. However, image noise started to become a problem in
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signed-ranked test) (6). This similarity is to
be expected since crystal and detector size,
geometry, and readout are the same in both
scanners.
The NEMA NECRs at peak were 1,613
kcps for MRD 85 and 2,956 kcps for MRD
322, with both peaks occurring at 27.49
kBq/mL. The NECR curve (Fig. 1) has a
discontinuity and drops after the peak,
when the count rate reaches the maximum
total-event throughput supported by the
hardware (19), which is around 129 Mcps.
This occurs even far above actual clinical
(31) or even high-count regimes (20).
The NEMA sensitivities were 83.4 cps/
10 min
6 min
4 min
3 min
kBq and 176 cps/kBq for MRD 85 and
MRD 322, respectively. As a comparison,
the Biograph Vision 600 has a sensitivity
at the center of 16.4 cps/kBq and a peak
NECR of 306 kcps: the Biograph Quadra
provides a NEMA sensitivity that is about
5 times that of the Biograph Vision in
MRD 85 and about 10 times in MRD 322
mode (6). In fact, the NEMA sensitivity of
the Biograph Quadra for MRD 322 is on a
par with the uEXPLORER (22), a ﬁnding
that is not surprising, given the size of the
source and the 2 scanners’ similar accep2 min
1 min
30 s
30 s
tance angles for axial LORs.
The TOF resolution was 225 ps for
B
MRD 85 and 227 ps for MRD 322. The
measured time resolution on the Quadra
was slightly worse than the published value
for Vision 600 (6), possibly because of
nonuniformity of detector and signal sync
10 min
6 min
4 min
3 min
over a larger number of detectors and electronic modules and a time alignment
15
10
method that is not yet optimized. In fact,
5
10 cm
0
both time and energy resolution of the
scanner are stable with count rate, exhibiting a change of only 2%–3% over the
whole count rate range.
This high time resolution functions as
2 min
1 min
30 s
30 s
an additional equivalent-counts ampliﬁer,
which allows the effective sensitivity to
FIGURE 5. (A) Maximum-intensity PET projections of oncologic patient, reconstructed with differincrease by a TOF gain factor of about D/
ent frame durations. (B) Axial PET images. Arrows indicate reported lesion.
(Dt 3 c/2), according to the standard TOF
gain model (where D is size of the patient,
Dt is the time resolution, and c is the speed
the 15-s frame, with a lesion coefﬁcient of variation of 0.52 and a of light). Better TOF resolution translates into lower image noise at
liver coefﬁcient of variation of 0.22.
an equal number of counts and a higher robustness of the reconFigure 6A shows the SUVs within the tumor and liver for each struction (10,32,33) than for PET scanners with similar NEMA senframe duration. The coefﬁcient-of-variation log–log plots show sitivity but poorer time resolution.
the expected power law with respect to frame duration (Fig. 6B).
Because we followed the NEMA NU 2-2018 protocol and not
the NEMA NU 2-2012, only the results for the 4 smallest spheres
are comparable to those published for the Biograph Vision 600
DISCUSSION
(6). The contrast was comparable to those of the 4 spheres reconNo signiﬁcant difference in spatial resolution was found structed with PSF-TOF, but background variability was around 2.5
between our data from the Biograph Vision Quadra and previously times lower for the Quadra (6). This ﬁnding can be explained by
published data from the Biograph Vision (paired Wilcoxon the fact that the Quadra has a sensitivity 5 times higher at equal
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FIGURE 6. Tumor and liver SUVs (A) and coefﬁcients of variation (B) of oncologic patient. Mean
values 6 SD are reported.

spatial resolution. As previously shown for the Biograph Vision
600 (6), Gibbs artifacts increase contrast in the smallest sphere, a
well-known characteristic of resolution recovery or PSF reconstruction (34). All images were reconstructed with the MRD 85
mode’s low sensitivity, leading to a contrast-to-noise ratio that is
lower than possible. In a future software update, the ultra-highsensitivity mode will be available with MRD 322, in which all
LORs spanning the full AFOV will be used in image reconstruction. However, the impact of oblique LORs on image quality
remains to be examined.
From the patient images, we expect that clinical acquisitions
below 2 min will be able to provide acceptable image quality
when the Quadra is used. Besides exploiting the increased sensitivity of the system for reductions in injected dose, delayed or prolonged imaging regimes are also conceivable (31). Additionally,
the Quadra is suited for temporally and spatially well-resolved
dynamic studies that cover the entire upper body.
CONCLUSION

The Biograph Vision Quadra PET/CT has spatial and time resolution similar to those of the PET/CT Biograph Vision 600 but
exhibits improved sensitivity and NECR (35 or 310, depending
on MRD mode) because of the extended AFOV. The high time
resolution allows for state-of-the-art noise-reducing TOF reconstructions. The combination of high spatial resolution, high time
resolution, and very high sensitivity makes the Quadra a highperformance new device in the class of total-body PET scanners.
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PERTINENT FINDINGS: The Biograph
Vision Quadra has a spatial resolution
similar to that of the Biograph Vision
600, but because of the extended AFOV,
has an NECR 5 to 10 times higher a
peak sensitivity up to 2.75 times higher.
IMPLICATIONS FOR PATIENT CARE:
The increased sensitivity of the Biograph
Vision Quadra allows for total-body
imaging with a reduced injected dose or
a reduced acquisition duration, and
dynamic studies can be conducted with
high spatial and high temporal
resolution.
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Direct Integration
This paper presents standardized methods for performing dose calculations for radiopharmaceuticals. Various steps in the process are outlined, with some speciﬁc examples given. Special models for
calculating time–activity integrals (urinary bladder, intestines) are also
reviewed. This article can be used as a template for designing and
executing kinetic studies for calculating radiation dose estimates from
animal or human data.
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C

urrently, there is renewed interest in performing radiation
dosimetry for radiopharmaceuticals, particularly in therapy applications. To have any new radiopharmaceutical approved by the
U.S. Food and Drug Administration, whether for diagnostic or
therapeutic applications, human radiation doses must be estimated.
In 1999, Siegel et al. (1) published a guide for obtaining quantitative data for use in radiopharmaceutical dosimetry. The current
article, and the companion article to it (2), updates that information with practical guidance and worked examples.
METHODS FOR BIOKINETIC DATA ANALYSIS

Whether the investigator has a series of data extrapolated from
animals or a series of data from patient images, either planar or
tomographic, one must integrate the human time–activity curve
for each source region to get the area under the curve for all sources, which in each case is the number of disintegrations that
occurred in that region. A kinetic model must be derived that can
be used to estimate the number of disintegrations occurring in
each signiﬁcant source region in the body. In general, there are 3
levels of complexity that analysis can take: direct integration,
least-squares analysis, and compartmental models.
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One can directly integrate under the actual measured values by several methods. This does not give much information about the biokinetic system, but it does allow calculation of the number of
disintegrations rather easily. The most common method is the trapezoidal method, which uses linear interpolation between the measured data
points and approximates the area under the time–activity curve as a
series of trapezoids. An important concern with this method is calculation of the integrated area under the curve after the last datum. If activity is clearing slowly near the end of the dataset, a signiﬁcant portion
of the total decays may occur after the last time point and be represented by the area under the curve after that point. Several approaches
may be used to estimate this area. The most conservative is to assume
that activity is removed only by physical decay after the last point;
another approach is to calculate the slope of the line using the last 2 or
3 points and assume that this slope continues until the retention curve
crosses the time axis. No single approach is necessarily right or
wrong—several approaches may be acceptable under different circumstances. It is generally preferable to overestimate the cumulated activity rather than to underestimate it, as long as the overestimation is not
too severe. The important point is to calculate this area by an appropriate method and to clearly document what was done.
Least-Squares Analysis

An alternative to simple, direct integration of a dataset is to
attempt to ﬁt mathematic functions to the data; these functions
then can be analytically integrated. The most common approach is
to characterize a set of data by a series of exponential terms, as
many biologic processes are well represented by this form, and
exponential terms are easy to integrate. In general, the approach is
to minimize the sum of the squared distance of the data points
from the ﬁtted curve. The curve will have the following form:
AðtÞ5a1 e2b1 t 1a2 e2b2 t 1 " " "

Eq. 1

The ﬁtting minimizes the sum of the squared differences
between each point and the solution of the ﬁtted curve at that
point, taking the partial derivative of this expression with respect
to each of the unknowns ai and bi and setting it equal to zero.
Once the ideal estimates of ai and bi are obtained, the integral of
A(t) from zero to inﬁnity is simply …
ð1
a1 a2
AðtÞdt5
1 1 """
Eq. 2
b1 b2
0

If the coefﬁcients ai are in units of activity, this integral
represents cumulated activity (the units of bi are time21). If
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TABLE 1
Theoretic Dataset
Time (h)

TABLE 2
Trapezoidal Integration
Activity (Bq)

0

Parameter

100

Data

A1 5 (100 1 72) " 0.5/2

43 Bq-h

0.5

72

A2 5 (72 1 35) " 0.5/2

26.75 Bq-h

1

35

A3 5 (35 1 24) " 1.0/2

29.5 Bq-h

2

24

A4 5 (24 1 20) " 2.0/2

44 Bq-h

4

20

A5 5 (20 1 15) " 2.0/2

35 Bq-h

6

15

A6 5 (15 1 12) " 4.0/2

54 Bq-h

10

12

Total

232 Bq-h

the coefﬁcients give fractions of the administered activity,
then the area represents the normalized cumulated activity (e.g.,
Bq-h/Bq).
Consider the dataset in Table 1. We will integrate it by the trapezoidal and least-squares methods (3).
Trapezoidal Method. Each interval is treated separately, and
the parts are added, as shown in Table 2.
Least-Squares Method. A computer ﬁt of the data yielded the
following ﬁt (Fig. 1):
AðtÞ518:6 expð20:039tÞ181:4 expð21:23tÞ:

of the possibility that another, slower, clearance phase might exist,
will use this assumption even if a least-squares method has been
used to ﬁt the existing data. In this case, this highly conservative
assumption may unrealistically increase the estimate of the nor~ 0) and thus the estimated dose to
malized cumulated activity (A/A
this and other organs. But if a slower component did exist, the
assumption that the 17.8-h clearance rate continued beyond 10 h
could have resulted in a considerable underestimation of the number of disintegrations.
Compartmental Models

The cumulated activity for this system, integrating from zero to
inﬁnity, then is …
~
A518:6=0:039181:4=1:2354771665543
Bq-h:
This does not agree well with the estimate from the trapezoidal
method. The reason is that in that calculation, we did not estimate
the area under the curve beyond 10 h. If we integrate the analytic
expression only to 10 h, the answer is …
~
A518:6=0:039
" ½12expð20:039 " 10Þ%
1ð81:4=1:23 " ½12expð21:23 " 10Þ% :
5220 Bq-h
This does agree well with the trapezoidal estimate. The appropriate calculation to apply to the trapezoidal case is that beyond
the last data point, activity decreases with either the radioactive
half-time or, if it can be estimated reliably, the half-time for the
last phase of clearance. In this case, the second phase has a halftime of …

The situation may arise that either quite a bit about the biologic
system under investigation is available or more about how this
system is working is desired to be known. In this case, one may
describe the system as a group of compartments linked through
~ of the various comparttransfer rate coefﬁcients. Solving for A
ments involves solving a system of coupled differential equations
describing transfers of the tracer between compartments and elimination from the system. The solution to the time–activity curve for
each compartment will usually be a sum of exponentials that are
obtained not by least-squares ﬁtting of each compartment separately but rather by varying the transfer rate coefﬁcients between
compartments until the data are well ﬁt by the model. Computer
programs such as SAAM II (The Epsilon Group; https://
tegvirginia.com/software/saam-ii/), Stella (Isee Systems; www.
iseesystems.com), PMOD (PMOD Technologies; https://www.
pmod.com/web/), Simple (4), and others have been used for these
purposes.

0:693=0:039517:8 h:

DOSIMETRIC METHODS

The area under the curve beyond 10 h, assuming that this rate
continues, is …

Basic Dose Calculations

1:443 " 12 Bq " 17:8 h5308 Bq-h:
Adding this value to the previous estimate for the trapezoidal
method yields 540 Bq-h, in excellent agreement with the estimate
obtained by the least-squares method. Of course, the second halftime was obtained by the least-squares method. If these data were
for, say, 131I, and if one did not feel that there was a good estimate
of this (effective) half-time, the remaining area would have to be
estimated as follows:
1:443 " 12 Bq " 8:04 d " 24 h=d 5 3, 340 Bq-h:
This estimate is an order of magnitude higher than the previous
estimates and may be overly conservative. Many people, because
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A generic equation for the absorbed dose rate in an organ or
tumor in which radioactivity is uniformly distributed is given by
the following:
_ T 5 k SS AS Si ni Ei fi ðT
D
mT

SÞ

,

Eq. 3

where D_ T is the absorbed dose rate in the target region T (rad/h or
Gy/s), AS is activity (mCi or MBq) in source region S, ni is the
number of radiations with energy Ei emitted per nuclear transition,
Ei is energy for the ith radiation emitted by the nuclide (MeV), fi
(T S) is the fraction of energy emitted that is absorbed in the target region T originating in source region S, mT is the mass of target
region T (g or kg), and k is a proportionality constant (rad-g/mCih-MeV or Gy-kg/MBq-s-MeV).
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Sample data set

120

Activity (Bq)

100

Data

Fit

80
60

SPECIAL CASES

40

The Dynamic Urinary Bladder

20
0

phantoms available for use in internal
dosimetry: the Oak Ridge phantom series
(3,9). These have now been replaced with
image-derived, realistic phantoms (10) that
are based on reference masses deﬁned by
the ICRP (Fig. 2) (11).

0

2

4

6

8

Time (h)
FIGURE 1. Sample biokinetic dataset, showing 2-exponential ﬁt.

It is essential that the proportionality constant be properly calculated and applied for the unit system of choice. One may also
apply radiation weighting factors (once called quality factors) to
the result of this equation to calculate the equivalent dose rate.
For many years, this issue was not important because nuclear
medicine involved only b- and g-emitters (for which radiation
weighting factors are 1.0); the more recent introduction of some
a-emitters makes this consideration important. The value recommended by the International Commission on Radiological Protection (ICRP) for the radiation weighting factor for a-emitters is
20, but this is believed to be too high for use in calculating doses
from nuclear medicine therapy agents (5). Some radiobiologic
evidence indicates that this value may be as low as 5 (6) or
even 1 (7).
We are usually interested in an estimate of the total absorbed
dose from an administration, rather than an initial dose rate. In
Equation 3, the activity (nuclear transitions per unit time) causes
the outcome of the equation to have a time dependence. To calculate cumulative dose, the time integral of the dose equation must
be calculated. In most cases, the only term that has time dependence is activity; the integral is therefore just the product of all
factors in the equation except for activity multiplied by the integral
of the time–activity curve.
Regardless of the shape of the time–activity curve, its integral,
however obtained, will have units of the number of total nuclear
transitions (i.e., activity, which is transitions per unit time, multiplied by time). Therefore, the equation for cumulative dose would
be given by the following:
_ T 5 k SS NS Si ni Ei fi ðT
D
mT

SÞ

,

Eq. 4

where DT is the absorbed dose in target region T (rad or Gy) and
NS is the number of disintegrations (cumulated activity) in source
region S (mCi-h or MBq-s). NS is the total area under the
time–activity curve, which may be due to contributions from one
or more exponential terms, with different effective half-times.

Developing the area under the curve for
most organs requires the acquisition of several data points over the time of uptake and
10
12
elimination of the radiopharmaceutical. In
the case of the urinary bladder, however,
except for very short lived nuclides for
which no emptying of the bladder may
occur during the decay of the nuclide,
obtaining enough data points to characterize the complex ﬁlling
and voiding pattern is not possible (Fig. 3).
An ingenious solution to the integration of this complicated
curve was developed by Cloutier et al. (12) and is implemented in
the OLINDA/EXM computer code (13):
"
#%
#
X 12e2li T 12e2ðli 1lp ÞT
1
fi
N5A0
2
: Eq. 5
li
li 1 lp
12e2ðli 1lP ÞT
i
Here, the number of disintegrations, N, is given knowing the
rate constants for clearance from the body, l, and the (assumed
regular) bladder voiding interval T. It should be noted, however,
that empiric evidence suggests that, in reality, people urinate when
their urinary bladders have ﬁlled to a particular volume, which
varies among individuals (14), and not at constant time intervals.
The Gastrointestinal Tract

Quantiﬁcation of activity in the stomach and intestines is also
more difﬁcult than in most body organs, because of the continuous
movement of material through the system. The ICRP has developed 2 models (Fig. 4) that facilitate calculation of the activity in
the stomach and intestines, given an input of the fraction of administered activity that enters at either the stomach or the small intestine (15,16). These models have also been implemented in the
OLINDA/EXM software code (Fig. 5) (13).
Remainder of Body

The remainder of the body is a special source organ that contains all the cumulated activity that is not assigned to any other
source organ. It depends on which organs are not included in it.
The challenge is that we do not have a dose factor (MIRD called
these S values) for each of the numerous possibilities for the
remainder of the body. Instead, we modify the total-body S factor
to compute the S factor for the remainder of the body (Eq. 12 and
Fig. 6) (13):
mTB X
mh
Sðrk
Þ2
Sðrk
rh Þð
Þ,
RBÞ5Sðrk
TBÞð
mRB
m
RB
h

Eq. 6

ANTHROPOMORPHIC PHANTOMS

The factors f and mT in the equation above are determined
using models of the human body referred to as phantoms. A very
simple, and not very anthropomorphic, phantom is the International Commission on Radiation Units and Measurements reference sphere (8). For many decades, there was only one set of

where rh denotes the source organ with index h, rk denotes the target organ with index k, and RB and TB denote the remainder of
the body and the total-body source organs, respectively. Recall
that the S value is the mean absorbed dose in the target organ per
disintegration in the source organ.
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FIGURE 2. (A) Cristy–Eckerman stylized computational phantoms (8). (B) Realistic, voxel-based RADAR nonuniform rational B-splines phantoms.

Blood Data and the Archaic Quantity Dose to Blood

Blood data are relatively easy to gather and analyze but generally are difﬁcult to use in internal dose calculations. Activity
clears from the blood and is distributed into various organs.
Later, some activity reenters the blood and is excreted. We are
usually interested only in the dose to organs in the body; the
dose to the blood itself is not of direct interest biologically.
However, an early publication (19) suggested the use of dose
to blood as a surrogate for the dose to the bone marrow in the
safe administration of 131I in therapy. Blood is not a deﬁned
source or target region in any anthropomorphic phantom. Akabani (20) attempted to develop absorbed fractions for differentsized blood vessels, but this has not been implemented in any

practical way. Because dose to blood is physiologically not
meaningful, it should be abandoned in practical internal dose
calculations. Very well developed models for the dose to the
bone marrow are available (e.g., 21) and are implemented in
the OLINDA/EXM computer code.
Patient-Individualized Target Organ Mass Corrections

It is common in cancer patients to encounter organs whose
masses are notably different from those in the standard models,
because of the disease or complications thereof. The reported dose
using a standard model may be adjusted for mass, scaling of the
electron, and photon dose contributions separately. For electrons,
the scaling is as follows:
m1
DF2 5DF1
:
Eq. 7
m2

Activity (fraction)

10
Without voiding

1

With voiding
0.1

Eq. 8
0.01

0.001

0

10

20

30

40

50

Time (h)
FIGURE 3. Hypothetical urinary bladder time–activity curve, with and without periodic voiding.
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Here, DF1 and DF2 are the dose factors
appropriate for use with organ masses m1
and m2. For photons, the scaling is as follows:
$ "1=3
$ "2=3
m2
m1
F2 5F1
,
f2 5f1
m1
m2
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where phi (f) is the absorbed fraction and
Phi (F) is the speciﬁc absorbed fraction.
To perform this calculation, one must
isolate the emissions and frequencies for
penetrating and nonpenetrating emissions,
multiply them by these new absorbed fractions, and then recalculate the total dose by

Ingestion
Stomach

Small
intestine

f1

Oral cavity
contents

Esophagus
Fast
Slow

Absorption
to systemic
circulation

Blood
or
secretory
organs
(including
liver)

Upper large
intestine

Lower large
intestine

Fecal excretion

Teeth
Oral mucosa

Respiratory
tract

Stomach
contents

Stomach
wall

Small intestine
contents

Small intestine
wall

Right colon
contents

Right colon
wall

Left colon
contents

Left colon
wall

Rectosigmoid
contents

Sigmoid colon
wall

General
circulation

Liver

Portal
vein

Feces
FIGURE 4. ICRP 30 and ICRP 100 gastrointestinal tract models.

adding the 2 components together. The OLINDA/EXM code (13)
performs this calculation automatically for the user, given entry of
the new mass of the organ of interest. The correction for electrons
assumes that all electron energy is absorbed in the source region,
which is an approximation that is generally used in internal dose
calculations. Newer absorbed fractions for electrons include
explicit electron transport and possible losses at source region
surfaces.

Total-Body Dose and Effective Dose

Although complete dose tables give doses to all deﬁned target
organs in the reference anthropomorphic phantoms, the 2 doses of
the greatest interest have traditionally been those to the critical
organ (i.e., the organ receiving the highest absorbed dose) and the
total body. For most radiopharmaceuticals, however, the dose to
the total body, which is the energy deposited in all target regions
divided by the mass of the whole body, is of no biologic

FIGURE 5. OLINDA/EXM data entry form for dynamic bladder and gastrointestinal models.
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TABLE 3
Theoretic Organ Doses
Organ

FIGURE 6. Remainder-of-body method. Since remainder of body
depends on which source organs are identiﬁed, dose conversion factor
must be computed for each situation. The fundamental concept is to
apportion cumulated activity in each source organ into 2 parts. One part
has the same cumulated activity density as remainder of body, which
yields total body with uniform cumulated activity, and the second part of
the source organ has the remaining cumulated activity.

relevance. If one receives a uniform dose to all tissues of the
body, this can predict biologic response, but for most radiopharmaceuticals this is not a useful quantity because the actual dose
distribution is highly nonuniform by design and intention. Imagine, for example, an administration of 131I sodium iodide for
which a large amount of b-energy is deposited in a 20-g thyroid
gland. Dividing this same energy into 70,000 g of body tissue
gives a vastly smaller dose number that has no clinical meaning.
Instead of the uniform whole-body dose, the ICRP developed a
quantity called effective dose, which gives a risk-based weighted
average dose for diagnostic radiopharmaceuticals.
Assume for a given compound that the liver receives 0.53 mGy,
the kidneys receive 0.37 mGy, the ovaries receive 0.19 mGy, the
testes receive 0.07 mGy, the red marrow receives 0.42 mGy, the
endosteal cells on bone surfaces receive 0.55 mGy, and the thyroid
receives 0.05 mGy (3). Because all radiation weighting factors are
1.0, these absorbed doses can be directly converted to equivalent
dose, that is, the absorbed radiation dose in grays times the radiation weighting factor (wR) (Table 3).
Strictly speaking, radiation weighting factors are dimensionless.
Because Gy 5 1 J/kg and 1 Gy 3 wR 5 1 Sv, wR may be thought
of as having units of Sv/Bq. The tissue weighting factor (wT) for
the gonads may be applied to the higher of the values for the ovaries or testes. There is a little confusion on this point; ICRP 30
(22) used the higher of the two, whereas ICRP 53 (23,24) used the
average of the two. To use the remainder weighting factor in the
ICRP 30 system, one chooses the 5 organs that are not assigned an
explicit weighting factor and that have the highest dose equivalents and assigns them each a weighting factor of 0.06 (although a
different scheme was applied to the remainder organs in the ICRP
60 system). In our example, we have only 2 organs to consider.
Assign each a factor of 0.06, and ignore the remaining weight of
0.18 (of 0.30). The doses delivered to breast and lung and the
other organs could be calculated and summed, but they will probably be of limited importance. To calculate the effective dose
equivalent (He), add up the weighted dose equivalents (Table 4).
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Dose equivalent (mSv)

Liver

0.53

Kidneys

0.37

Ovaries

0.19

Testes

0.07

Red marrow

0.42

Bone surfaces

0.55

Thyroid

0.05

So we would conclude that the He for this compound is 0.17
mSv (0.017 rem, or 17 mrem). This suggests that if the whole
body were uniformly irradiated to receive 0.17 mSv, the individual
would incur the same additional risk (of fatal cancer or genetic
defects) as from the combination of 0.53 mSv to the liver, 0.37
mSv to the kidneys, and so forth.
The same calculation can be performed using the tissue weighting factors from ICRP 60 (Table 5) (25). The ICRP, which deﬁned
the term effective dose, explicitly noted that in any given calculation, all weighting factors may not be used, and the sum of the
weighting factors does not always equal 1.0.
It is important to emphasize that effective dose must not be
used to evaluate the short-term effects in situations involving
radionuclide therapy. Effective dose is based on stochastic effects
of radiation, whereas because the intended effect of a therapeutic
administration is deterministic, effective dose must not be applied
to speciﬁc individuals. The tissue weighting factors are deﬁned for
populations, not individuals, and should not be used to develop
numeric estimates of risks to populations in the low dose ranges—
for example, diagnostic radiology or nuclear medicine procedures—as noted by the Health Physics Society in 2012 (17).
THE NEED FOR PATIENT-INDIVIDUALIZED DOSIMETRY FOR
THERAPEUTIC USES OF RADIOPHARMACEUTICALS

In 2008, Stabin (26) addressed all the main objections that
physicians and others cite for not performing patientindividualized dosimetry for radiopharmaceutical therapy administration, as is done for every cancer patient receiving external-beam
radiation, every day. The reasons addressed were that performing
such calculations is difﬁcult and expensive, requiring too much
effort; that there are no standardized methods for performing individualized dose calculations and that methods vary signiﬁcantly
among institutions; that dose calculations performed to date have
had poor success in predicting tissue response; and that with the
level of difﬁculty involved, there must be some objective evidence
that the use of radiation dose calculations provides a positive beneﬁt that justiﬁes extra effort and cost.
The current article thoroughly addresses the second point; all
other points will not be reargued here. But the conclusion remains
that “Treating all nuclear medicine patients with a single, uniform
method of activity administration amounts to consciously
choosing that these patients be treated with a lower standard of
care than patients who receive radiation externally for cancer
treatments.” (26).
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TABLE 4
Effective Dose Calculation
Organ

Weighting factor

Dose equivalent (mSv)

Weighted dose equivalent (mSv)

Liver

0.06

0.53

0.0318

Kidneys

0.06

0.37

0.0222

Ovaries

0.25

0.19

0.0475

Red marrow

0.12

0.42

0.0504

Bone surfaces

0.03

0.55

0.0165

Thyroid

0.03

0.05

0.0015

Total (effective dose equivalent)

0.1699

TABLE 5
Another Effective Dose Calculation
Organ

Weighting factor

Dose equivalent (mSv)

Weighted dose equivalent (mSv)

Liver

0.05

0.53

0.0265

Kidneys

0.005

0.37

0.00185

Ovaries

0.20

0.19

0.038

Red marrow

0.12

0.42

0.0504

Bone surfaces

0.01

0.55

0.0055

Thyroid

0.05

0.05

0.0025

Total (effective dose)

0.1248

Patient-individualized medicine is being practiced in almost all
disciplines in the radiation sciences today except radiopharmaceutical therapy. In the 2008 article (26), Stabin argued that “The
time has come for this reasonable paradigm shift in the practice of
nuclear medicine.” It was true then, and it is still true now.
CONCLUSION

Standardized methods for the quantiﬁcation of animal data or
human image data to provide numeric estimates of radiation dose
from the use of radiopharmaceuticals are well established. They
are outlined, with many examples, in this article. Imaging methods
are improving and will continue to improve. The methods outlined
here are adequate to provide guidance on the design and execution
of preclinical or clinical studies to establish the radiation dosimetry of any radiopharmaceutical for diagnostic or therapeutic use
with almost any technology. Medical professionals have been
reluctant to perform patient-individualized dose calculations for
nuclear medicine therapy patients, with one of the arguments
being that no standardized methods are available and reliable for
dose calculations. This article provides all the current methods and
models needed for standardized dose calculations. More advanced
methods are also currently in some commercial software programs, using image fusion methods to provide 3-dimensional distributions of dose at the individual-voxel level and dose–volume
histograms. Patient-individualized dosimetry for nuclear medicine
therapy should become standard practice. The only people in modern medicine who do not receive patient-individualized dosimetry
are nuclear medicine therapy patients. We generate dose estimates
for adults and children receiving CT scans, for airline crews, for

nuclear workers, and for nuclear medicine doctors and technologists, just not for nuclear medicine therapy patients. Not only is
this resulting in suboptimal therapy for the patients, but when
patients may need other therapies in the future, knowledge of previous therapy doses is essential to planning those treatments. It is
time to change the historical practice of using a one-dose-ﬁts-all
approach to nuclear medicine therapy.
DISCLOSURE

No potential conﬂict of interest relevant to this article was
reported.
REFERENCES
1. Siegel JA, Thomas S, Stubbs J, et al. MIRD pamphlet no. 16: techniques for quantitative radiopharmaceutical biodistribution data acquisition and analysis for use in
human radiation dose estimates. J Nucl Med. 1999;40(suppl):37S–61S.
2. Stabin MG, Wendt RE III, Flux GD. RADAR guide: standard methods for calculating radiation doses for radiopharmaceuticals, part 1—collection of data for
radiopharmaceutical dosimetry. J Nucl Med. August 5, 2021 [Epub ahead of print].
3. Cristy M, Eckerman K. Speciﬁc Absorbed Fractions of Energy at Various Ages
from Internal Photons Sources. Oak Ridge National Laboratory; 1997:1–42.
ORNL/TM-8381/V7.
4. Gambhir S, Mahoney DK, Turner et al. Symbolic Interactive Modelling Package
and Learning Environment SIMPLE: a new easy method for computer modelling.
In: Proceedings of the Annual Meeting of the Society for Computer Simulation.
Society for Computer Simulation; 1996:173–186.
5. Lassmann M, Nosske D. Dosimetry of 223Ra-chloride: dose to normal organs and
tissues. Eur J Nucl Med Mol Imaging. 2013;40:207–212.
6. Feinendegen LE, McClure JJ. Alpha emitters for medical therapy: workshop of the
United States Department of Energy. Rad Res. 1997;148:195–201.
7. Fisher DR, Frazier ME, Andrews TK Jr. Energy distribution and the relative biological effects of internal alpha emitters. Radiat Prot Dosimetry. 1985;13:223–227.

STANDARD METHODS FOR DOSE CALCULATIONS

'

Stabin et al.

491

8. ICRP 103: The 2007 Recommendations of the International Commission on Radiological Protection. Elsevier Ltd.; 2007:1–332.
9. Stabin M, Watson E, Cristy M, et al. Mathematical Models and Speciﬁc Absorbed
Fractions of Photon Energy in the Nonpregnant Adult Female and at the End of
Each Trimester of Pregnancy. Oak Ridge National Laboratory; 1995:1–140.
ORNL/TM 12907.
10. Stabin MG, Siegel JA. RADAR dose estimate report: a compendium of radiopharmaceutical dose estimates based on OLINDA/EXM version 2.0. J Nucl Med. 2018;
59:154–160.
11. Basic anatomical and physiological data for use in radiological protection reference
values: ICRP publication 89. Ann ICRP. 2002;32:5–265.
12. Cloutier RJ, Smith S, Watson E, et al. Dose to the fetus from radionuclides in the
bladder. Health Phys. 1973;25:147–161.
13. Stabin MG, Sparks RB, Crowe E. OLINDA/EXM: the second-generation personal
computer software for internal dose assessment in nuclear medicine. J Nucl Med.
2005;46:1023–1027.
14. McCullough SP. A Novel Treatment Planning Methodology for High Dose 166HoDOTMP Therapy in Patients with Multiple Myeloma. Dissertation. University of
Texas; 2000.
15. ICRP Publication 30 Part 1: Limits for Intakes of Radionuclides by Workers. Pergamon Press; 1979:1–116.
16. Human alimentary tract model for radiological protection: ICRP publication 100.
Ann ICRP. 2006;36:25–327.

492

THE JOURNAL OF NUCLEAR MEDICINE

'

Vol. 63

'

17. Risk assessment: position statement of the Health Physics Society. Health Physics
Society website. https://hps.org/documents/riskassessment_ps008-1.pdf. Published
July 1993. Revised April 1995. Accessed August 13, 2021.
18. Cloutier RJ, Watson E, Rohrer R, Smith E. Calculating the radiation dose to an
organ. J Nucl Med. 1973;14:53–55.
19. Benua RS, Cicale NR, Sonenberg M, Rawson RW. The relation of radioiodine
dosimetry to results and complications in the treatment of metastatic thyroid cancer. AJR. 1962;87:171–182.
20. Akabani G. Absorbed dose calculations to blood and blood vessels for internally
deposited radionuclides. J Nucl Med. 1991;32:830–834.
21. Stabin MG, Eckerman KF, Bolch WE, Bouchet LG, Patton PW. Evolution and
status of bone and marrow dose models. Cancer Biother Radiopharm. 2002;17:
427–433.
22. Limits for Intakes of Radionuclides by Workers: ICRP Publication 30. Pergamon
Press; 1979:1–116.
23. Radiation Dose to Patients from Radiopharmaceuticals: ICRP Publication 53. Pergamon Press; 1987:1–377.
24. Radiation Dose to Patients from Radiopharmaceutical: ICRP Publication 80—
Addendum to ICRP Publication 53. Pergamon Press; 1998:1–126.
25. 1990 Recommendations of the International Commission on Radiological Protection: ICRP Publication 60. Pergamon Press; 1991:1–201.
26. Stabin MG. The case for patient-speciﬁc dosimetry in radionuclide therapy. Cancer
Biother Radiopharm. 2008;23:273–284.

No. 3

'

March 2022

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR
68

Ga-NODAGA-Exendin-4 PET Scanning for
Focal Congenital Hyperinsulinism: Need for
Replication

replicated in well-designed, prospective multicentered studies with
robust patient numbers to demonstrate clear clinical beneﬁt.
REFERENCES

TO THE EDITOR: 18F-6-ﬂuoro-L-DOPA PET (18F-DOPA PET)
scanning has been the mainstay in the diagnosis and localization of focal
lesions in patients with congenital hyperinsulinism (CHI) (1). Although
scan-to-lesion correlation is not completely perfect, the predictive value
of 18F-DOPA PET as a clinical tool has been clinically meaningful
and reliable, with sensitivity ranging from 75% to 100% (1,2), enabling
signiﬁcant transformation in the surgical management of focal CHI
(3,4).
68
Ga-NODAGA-exendin-4 PET (68Ga-exendin PET) is a new
imaging modality that has potential to replace 18F-DOPA PET (5).
68
Ga-exendin PET has been shown to have greater sensitivity and
surgical preference in the localization of focal CHI. This exciting
development has the advantage of molecular speciﬁcity in targeting
glucagon-like peptide-1 receptor in pancreatic b-cells, as well as relatively low radiation (estimated at 0.77 mSV for a 1-y-old child) (6),
although the short half-life (68 min) of 68Ga requires access to a local
production site.
However, our enthusiasm for this new diagnostic development in
CHI is tempered by a deeper examination of the data and a review of
the trial design to derive divergent conclusions from those reported prematurely and optimistically by the authors (5). The prospective arm of
the study recruited only 8 patients, with no justiﬁcation provided on the
sample size needed to demonstrate clinical beneﬁt. In comparing 68Gaexendin PET with 18F-DOPA PET, the order of scanning was not made
explicitly clear; considering the reporting and interpretation of nonconcurrent scans (at an interval of 4–72 d) by nonmasked observers, results
were undoubtedly inﬂuenced by carry-over bias. Unusually, authors
added a retrospective arm to the study, citing real-world observations
to support doubtful ﬁndings from prospective study data but reinforcing
observational bias in the process.
Although the authors provided clear descriptions of radiotracer
production and PET imaging techniques, the article ignored the
need to conﬁrm focal CHI by correlating scan results with histopathologic results on intraoperative pancreatic frozen sections. Further,
the authors did not discuss location speciﬁcity or the surgical complexity in achieving complete resection of lesions to demonstrate
true beneﬁt from shifting reliance on 68Ga-exendin PET as a surgical
navigational tool. Therefore, it remains unclear whether 68Ga-exendin PET offered real-world beneﬁt to patients in either prospective or
retrospective arms of the study.
The combined experience of specialist CHI centers in the United
Kingdom, Germany, and the United States over 14 years has established 18F-DOPA PET as a proven clinical tool in the diagnosis of
focal CHI. Notwithstanding this success, as a group we feel it is
important to investigate improved imaging techniques that are
more accessible, inexpensive, and reliable. However, the development of an alternative imaging modality away from 18F-DOPA
PET will require convincing strength of data, which the recently published paper (5) does not provide. Clearly, this paper whets the appetite with interesting preliminary information that needs to be
COPYRIGHT ! 2022 by the Society of Nuclear Medicine and Molecular Imaging.
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Reply: 68Ga NODAGA-Exendin-4 PET Scanning
for Focal Congenital Hyperinsulinism: Need for
Replication
REPLY: Science needs differences in opinions to ensure that facts
are presented in a truly reproducible way. That is why we welcome
the comments by Banerjee et al. (1), and we have to admit that we
actually agree with most of them.
Needless to say, the results of our study must be tested for replicability—as every set of novel data must be tested. Having said
that, we would like to highlight that we have never claimed that
this study was a registration trial. In fact, we clearly state that these
are the ﬁrst results of clinical imaging of congenital hyperinsulinism
with 68Ga NODAGA-exendin-4, and we did raise this issue in the
discussion and conclusion sections (2).
Pertaining to the comments on retrospectively including 11
patients outside the prospective study, we do agree that there is a possibility of extending the bias. However, as the nature of the study was
proof of concept and considering the expertise of the Charit$e Berlin
Centre in treating congenital hyperinsulinism patients from all
around the world, we decided to include all available patient data.
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We acknowledge the concern of Banerjee et al. (1), as it becomes
clear from our respective remarks concerning this limitation in the
introduction and discussion sections. In fact, we have concluded
that exendin PET has the potential to be an improvement over 18FDOPA PET, but that more work is needed to validate these preliminary results (2).
To allay the concerns of bias spilling into the results of our study,
we would like to stress that our group did realize that PET readings
could be positively biased if the reporting was left only to the inventors of the technique. That is why we chose 2 methods of reading—
that is, clinical reading at the respective site where imaging had been
performed and an independent, masked reading. Thereafter, to overcome any discordant results, a joint reading was performed.
Although we took the joint reading as reference, knowing that the
gold standard for imaging ﬁndings can only be histopathology, speciﬁcally for new tracers and new indications, we did perform histopathologic conﬁrmation in all specimens operated on (Supplemental
Table 2 in (2)). Even the surgeons, trained on using 18F-DOPA
PET–directed surgical planning, clearly stated more conﬁdence
in exendin PET in interpretation of the image results than in
18
F-DOPA PET. These results are presented in the supplemental
materials using the validated Likert scale (2).
We are grateful for the comments from Banerjee et al. supporting
the conclusions we have drawn, as the points they raised are in line
with the arguments we have put forward in our paper. Also, we are
grateful that Banerjee et al. raise the issues for which the answers can
be found in the supplemental material, thus putting emphasis on this
part of the paper as well. In addition, we hope that our remarks with
respect to a potential bias have helped to allay such concerns.
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Adding Nontumor Radiomic Features to the
Prognostic Model Is Bothersome but Useful
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TO THE EDITOR: We read with great interest the article by
Dr. Yusufaly and colleagues (1), who developed a radiomic model
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incorporating tumor radiomic features, nontumor radiomic features,
and clinical variables to predict disease recurrence in patients with
cervical cancer. To the best of our knowledge, this was the ﬁrst study
to suggest that nontumor radiomic biomarkers derived from the
whole body (including bone, fat, and muscle) could improve prognostic modeling of cancer. Previous studies have proven that peritumoral radiomic features could improve the performance of radiomic
models (2–4). This study provides more comprehensive insights into
the tumor and the immune state of the human body.
Despite the encouraging results, several methodologic issues
should be noted. First, we are concerned about the workﬂow of
the radiomic analysis. Although this study evaluated its radiomic
quality score of 18 points (total points of 36), 2 domains were not
truly conducted, that is, detection and discussion of biologic correlates and potential clinical utility. Although this study hypothesized
that whole-body radiomic features may be associated with immune
system function and could reﬂect variation in patients’ global
inﬂammatory state, it did not investigate the biologic meaning
behind radiomic features by correlation with computational pathology features, radiology–pathology coregistration, or analysis of biologic pathways or genomic correlations (5). In addition, an assessment
of potential clinical utility through statistical methods such as decision
curve analysis was not performed. Second, the current feature selection
is not enough despite the fact that the authors manually excluded several
highly correlated features; more sophisticated and rigorous dimensionality reduction methods (such as intraclass correlation analysis and
Pearson correlation coefﬁcient analysis) must be implemented to ensure
the reproducibility and independence of the identiﬁed radiomic features
(6). Third, this study applied only C-index as a discrimination metric for
evaluating the predictive performance of radiomic models, but this
metric is not enough, as calibration is not fully captured by C-index.
Calibration statistics such as calibration plots, which reﬂect the consistency between the true probability and the predicted probability, are
needed (7). Both discrimination and calibration statistics are recommended when evaluating the performance of models. Fourth, use of
the cindex.comp package and net reclassiﬁcation improvement is recommended for pairwise comparisons of model performance. Fifth,
given the distinct prognosis between early-stage and advanced-stage
tumors, the risk stratiﬁcation determined by radiomics may be confounded by tumor stage; a subgroup analysis by stage can be considered to identify the true effect of radiomics. In addition, Figure 6
showed the same hazard ratios in the models based on stage plus
tumor-related biomarkers and the model based on all biomarkers, suggesting that whole-body biomarkers failed to provide additional information for risk stratiﬁcation. Finally, as the authors acknowledged in
the limitations, the radiomic model was developed and validated at a
single small center; multiple external validations would be beneﬁcial
for more generalizability to heterogeneous groups of patients regardless of the clinical setting.
Despite the above-mentioned limitations, we still appreciate Yusufaly and colleagues for their outstanding work on nontumor radiomic
biomarker analysis, which provides a more holistic model. We look
forward to further works to improve the validity and generalizability
of their radiomic models.
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Reply: Adding Nontumor Radiomic Features to
the Prognostic Model Is Bothersome but Useful
REPLY: We appreciate the comments (1) by Zhang and Zhang in
response to our manuscript (2). We thank them for their compliments
about our work overall. However, we would also like to clarify several
points of confusion for their sake and for readers generally.
First, our feature selection involved more than simply “manually
excluding several highly correlated features.” We also performed feature reduction by individually assessing features for signiﬁcant association with recurrence, using bootstrap resampling. We then
performed forward stepwise feature selection for model building,
carefully checking for nonredundancy of added features at each
step, using model stability testing based on bootstrap analysis of the
out-of-bag C-indices. Consequently, our stepwise selections terminated after no more than 5 rounds, instead of spuriously adding correlated features. Additionally, to further test that these selected features
were notoverﬁtting to noise,weevaluatedour modelon thetest setand
calculated C-index CIs to ensure that training and test C-indices overlapped. This combination of procedures more than satisﬁes the
authors’ demand for “more sophisticated and rigorous dimensionality
reduction methods … to ensure the reproducibility and independence

of the identiﬁed radiomic features” (1). We also note that the rigorous
tests for nonredundancy that we implemented rebut the authors’ comments regarding subgroup analysis by stage, because the nonredundancy between radiomics and stage is already built-in to the model
development.
Second, regarding the statement that “Figure 6 showed the same
hazard ratios in the models … suggesting that whole-body biomarkers failed to provide additional information for risk stratiﬁcation.” We presume the authors are referring to the comparison
between Figures 6B and 6C. However, as we mention, the risk score
cutoff in Figure 6C was explicitly chosen solely to ensure an equal
number of high-risk and low-risk cases as in Figures 6A and 6B
for comparison. It was not chosen to optimize the hazard ratio; however, the cutoff in Figure 6D was chosen in this way, where one can
see that the optimal stratiﬁcation using whole-body radiomics-based
risk score outperforms the other stratiﬁcations.
We agree with some of the authors’ points. Although we discussed
potential physiologic correlates of our features, the biologic meaning
of the features would undoubtedly be more precise by “correlation
with computational pathology features, radiology–pathology coregistration, or analysis of biologic pathways or genomic correlations.” This
was beyond our scope of work but is a worthy line of inquiry for future
validation studies. We also agree that other measures of model performance could have been reported, including decision curve analysis,
calibration plots, or net reclassiﬁcation improvement. Indeed, there
are a wide variety of measures that are reasonable, and the choice of
which to report always involves an element of arbitrariness. The metrics we reported, including the C-indices, 2-y receiver-operating-characteristic curve and risk stratiﬁcations with hazard ratio, were chosen on
the basis of their widespread usage in the biostatistics literature. Nevertheless, we concede that future validation studies would beneﬁt from a
more comprehensive set of assessments.
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