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Abstract
BACKGROUND 
Liver transplantation (LT) presents a curative treatment option in patients with 
early stage hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) who are not eligible for resection or 
ablation therapy. Due to a risk of up 30% for waitlist drop-out upon tumor 
progression, bridging therapies are used to halt tumor growth. Transarterial 
chemoembolization (TACE) and less commonly stereotactic body radiation 
therapy (SBRT) or a combination of TACE and SBRT, are used as bridging 
therapies in LT. However, it remains unclear if one of those treatment options is 
superior. The analysis of explant livers after transplantation provides the unique 
opportunity to investigate treatment response by histopathology.

AIM 
To analyze histopathological response to a combination of TACE and SBRT in 
HCC in comparison to TACE or SBRT alone.

METHODS 
In this multicenter retrospective study, 27 patients who received liver 
transplantation for HCC were analyzed. Patients received either TACE or SBRT 
alone, or a combination of TACE and SBRT as bridging therapy to liver 
transplantation. Liver explants of all patients who received at least one TACE 
and/or SBRT were analyzed for the presence of residual vital tumor tissue by 
histopathology to assess differences in treatment response to bridging therapies. 
Statistical analysis was performed using Fisher-Freeman-Halton exact test, 
Kruskal-Wallis and Mann-Whitney-U tests.

RESULTS 
Fourteen patients received TACE only, four patients SBRT only, and nine patients 
a combination therapy of TACE and SBRT. There were no significant differences 
between groups regarding age, sex, etiology of underlying liver disease or 
number and size of tumor lesions. Strikingly, analysis of liver explants revealed 
that almost all patients in the TACE and SBRT combination group (8/9, 89%) 
showed no residual vital tumor tissue by histopathology, whereas TACE or SBRT 
alone resulted in significantly lower rates of complete histopathological response 
(0/14, 0% and 1/4, 25%, respectively, P value < 0.001).

CONCLUSION 
Our data suggests that a combination of TACE and SBRT increases the rate of 
complete histopathological response compared to TACE or SBRT alone in 
bridging to liver transplantation.

Key Words: Hepatocellular carcinoma; Transarterial chemoembolization; Stereotactic body 
radiation therapy; Bridging therapy; Liver transplantation

©The Author(s) 2021. Published by Baishideng Publishing Group Inc. All rights reserved.

Core Tip: In patients with early-stage hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) who are not 
eligible for resection or ablation, liver transplantation presents a curative treatment 
option. To halt tumor growth during waiting time, bridging therapies such as transar-
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terial chemoembolization (TACE), ablation, and stereotactic body radiation therapy 
(SBRT) are used prior to liver transplantation. In a multicenter retrospective trial with 
27 HCC patients who received either TACE or SBRT alone, or a combination of 
TACE and SBRT, explant histopathology was analyzed to assess treatment response. 
Strikingly, almost all patients in the combination group exhibited no residual vital 
tumor by histopathology, whereas TACE or SBRT alone resulted in significantly lower 
rates of complete histopathological response.
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INTRODUCTION
Hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) ranks among the leading causes of cancer-associated 
deaths worldwide. In very early [1 tumor < 2 cm, Barcelona clinic liver cancer (BCLC) 
0, United Network for Organ Sharing (UNOS) T1] and early (1 tumor 2-5 cm or 2-3 
tumors ≤ 3 cm, BCLC A, UNOS T2) stage HCC, surgical resection or local ablation is 
the treatment of choice. However, accompanying cirrhosis and tumor location often 
preclude these curative treatment approaches. Additionally, recurrence rates after 
resection of early HCC (BCLC A) are high with up to 70% after 2 years[1]. In contrast, 
liver transplantation (LT) is a curative treatment option not only for the tumor but also 
for the underlying precancerous condition (i.e. liver cirrhosis, chronic HBV infection, 
non-alcoholic fatty liver disease) with excellent 5-year survival (65%-78%) and low 
recurrence rates (11%-18%) if Milan criteria (MC, 1 tumor ≤ 5 cm or 3 tumors ≤ 3 cm, 
without vascular invasion) are fulfilled[2,3]. Acceptable outcomes after LT are even 
achieved in patients outside MC, though 5-year survival rates are noticeably lower 
(46%-60%), depending on size and number of tumor lesions, alpha-fetoprotein (AFP), 
and treatment response[2,4,5]. Therefore, MC are widely accepted to identify HCC 
patients who will benefit from LT.

Currently about 30%-35% of patients on the waiting list for LT in Europe suffer from 
HCC[3]. In the US, the percentage is lower, but has been steadily rising over the recent 
years[6]. Due to organ shortage, waiting periods are long with a high risk for tumor 
progression and therefore drop-out from the waiting list. Without any bridging 
therapy, tumor progression beyond MC has been reported in up to 30% of cases[7]. To 
avoid tumor progression, locoregional therapies are used as bridging to LT and several 
countries have now implemented response to locoregional therapies into their 
transplant allocation systems[8,9].

The most commonly used locoregional bridging therapies are transarterial 
chemoembolization (TACE) and thermal ablation, such as radio frequency ablation 
(RFA) and microwave ablation (MWA). These therapies are also recommended in 
current guidelines for the treatment of BCLC A or B stage HCC[3,9]. However, in 
patients with tumors not suitable for these standard treatment modalities, individual 
treatment approached such as 90Y radioembolization or stereotactic body radiation 
therapy (SBRT) have been used to control tumor growth[10-12].

RFA or MWA are established in the treatment of early and very early stage HCC 
(BCLC A and 0, respectively) as a curative approach or as bridging with excellent long 
term outcomes after LT[13-16]. However, thermal ablation is not technically feasible in 
all patients. Tumor location can preclude safe and successful treatment, for example in 
subcapsular HCC close to the diaphragm or in lesions close to the liver hilum[17]. If 
these lesions are not amenable for resection, TACE and less commonly alternative 
treatment options such as SBRT or radioembolization are used to achieve tumor 
control in a pre-transplant setting[12].

TACE, which also presents the standard of care in patients with intermediate stage 
HCC, is a widely used bridging therapy that can efficiently halt tumor growth in the 
pre-transplant setting[2,3,9,18-21]. Even in patients initially outside MC, who achieve 

https://www.wjgnet.com/1007-9327/full/v27/i24/3630.htm
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down-staging to fulfill MC after TACE, overall survival rates are comparable to 
patients that were never outside MC [5,22]. On the other hand, insufficient response to 
TACE is a predictor of post-transplant HCC recurrence[20]. With longer waiting times 
due to organ shortage, the risk of tumor progression after treatment with TACE 
remains a substantial concern.

SBRT is a local ablative treatment option for patients not suitable for resection or 
thermal ablation. In particular, SBRT can also be applied to tumors close to large blood 
vessels or wherever tumor location precludes RFA or MWA[17]. Even with excellent 
local control of tumor lesions and a good safety profile, current guidelines do not 
regard SBRT as primary treatment option due to a lack of large randomized trials[23-
26]. SBRT is therefore mainly performed as an individualized treatment approach in 
selected cases. In a pre-transplant setting, complete histopathological response after 
SBRT in 3 of 11 tumor lesions (27%) in a small cohort of 10 patients has been reported
[27]. In a larger retrospective analysis of 30 patients treated with SBRT prior to 
transplantation, drop-out rate (16.7%) and 5-year survival (61%) were not different 
from patients treated with TACE or RFA[10].

A combination of TACE and SBRT is an alternative local treatment option with 
therapeutic benefits and a good safety profile, though data from large randomized 
controlled trials is still missing[28,29]. A recent retrospective analysis of SBRT and 
TACE (n = 49) compared to TACE alone (n = 98) showed significantly better disease 
control, progression free survival, and 3-year overall survival for the TACE and SBRT 
combination group[30]. In a larger study of 199 patients with tumors ≤ 5 cm, 
combination therapy lead to improved local control rates, but did not have any effect 
on overall survival[31]. To date, TACE and SBRT combination therapy has been 
mainly used as a palliative treatment approach and only rarely as bridging to LT. 
Therefore, data on histopathologic response is limited with only one study reporting 
on two tumors which showed near complete tumor response after treatment[12]. Three 
ongoing prospective trials are currently recruiting patients to evaluate TACE and 
SBRT combination therapy in comparison to TACE (NCT01918683; NCT02513199; 
NCT03895359).

Given the promising results achieved with TACE and SBRT combination therapy, 
we aimed to analyze treatment response prior to liver transplantation in patients 
within MC who could not be treated with resection or ablation and were treated with 
TACE and SBRT.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Patients
This multi-center retrospective trial was conducted to specify treatment options that 
may improve prognosis in patients with HCC and possible LT. Three German 
transplant centers, University Hospital rechts der Isar, Munich, University Hospital of 
Munich, and Hannover Medical School participated in the study. Protocols for patient 
analysis were reviewed and approved by the local ethics committee of each 
participating center. Decisions for tumor treatment were discussed in a multidiscip-
linary tumor board. Patients received treatment as standard of care and data were 
collected retrospectively.

For this study, medical records of all patients with liver cirrhosis and HCC within 
MC who underwent LT between 2007 and 2019 were retrospectively reviewed. From 
Hannover Medical School, only patients who received TACE and SBRT or SBRT alone 
prior to LT were screened. Patients who received at least one TACE with or without 
SBRT (TACE only: 8 patients at University Hospital rechts der Isar, Munich; 6 patients 
at University Hospital of Munich; TACE + SBRT: 4 patients at University Hospital 
rechts der Isar, Munich; 5 patients at University Hospital of Munich), or at least one 
SBRT alone (2 patients at University Hospital of Munich; 2 patients at Hannover 
Medical School), were included in our study. Patients who received additional tumor 
therapies as bridging such as resection of individual lesions, RFA, or MWA were not 
included into our study since these therapies are established as a curative treatment 
option. Additionally, data showing excellent response by radiology and histo-
pathology to these therapies is already available[12,32].

Observation period started with initial diagnosis through December 2019. To 
compare the different dose and fractionation regimens used for SBRT, the biological 
equivalent dose (BED) of the surrounding isodose was calculated according to the 
formula BED = nd (1+ d/alphabeta) (with n: Number of fractions, d: Single dose and 
alpha/beta set to 10).
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Number and size of HCCs were documented by magnetic resonance imaging or 
computed tomography scan at the time of diagnosis. Number of treatment cycles, time 
of treatment, and radiation dose were assessed when applicable. Additionally, age, 
sex, cause of liver cirrhosis (alcohol, chronic viral hepatitis, other) and serum AFP 
levels were analyzed. After transplantation, the presence of vital tumor tissue in 
explant livers was analyzed. Specifically, size and number of any remaining tumor 
nodules were determined macroscopically and by histopathology in order to identify 
differences in tumor response. The absence of vital tumor tissue was considered as 
complete response.

Statistical analysis
The study was designed as a retrospective multicenter longitudinal survey. All data 
were analyzed using Microsoft Excel (version 16) and SPSS (version 25). Statistics were 
performed using Fisher-Freeman-Halton test. Due to the limited sample size, no 
multivariate analysis was performed. Kruskal-Wallis tests as well as Mann-Whitney-U 
tests were used for comparisons of variables between groups, when appropriate. All 
statistical tests were performed two-sided using a significance level of α = 5%.

RESULTS
The study cohort comprised 27 subjects with HCC of whom 14 received TACE only, 
four SBRT only, and nine a combination of TACE and SBRT. Within the study cohort, 
20 (74%) patients were male, 7 (26%) female. Mean patient age was 60 (SD ± 6) years 
ranging from 48 to 71 years. All patients suffered from cirrhosis, mostly due to alcohol 
(11/27; 40%) or hepatitis C (10/27; 37%).

Most patients had a single tumor lesion (20/27; 74%). Of the seven patients with 
two lesions, one patient received a combination of TACE and SBRT and one patient 
SBRT only, the others were in the TACE only group. At the time of diagnosis, mean 
tumor size was 29.3 mm (SD ± 9.5 mm). Median AFP was 8.0 ng/mL, with 1st quartile 
5.0 ng/mL and 3rd quartile 58.0 ng/mL (range 1.2 to 2515 ng/mL).

Treatment plans were tailored to each individual patient and varied in number of 
TACE cycles (median = 2, range 1 to 5) and SBRT radiation dose (range 18.9 to 54 Gy, 
in 3 to 9 fractions, prescribed to the surrounding isodose) (Table 1). The most common 
schemes were 3 × 12.5 Gy prescribed to the 65% -isodose and 3 × 15 Gy prescribed to 
the 60%-isodose delivered every other day. There were no statistically significant 
differences in age, gender, origin of cirrhosis, tumor size or number of tumor lesions 
between groups (Table 1, Figure 1). LT was performed after a median interval of 114 d 
(range 1 to 786 d) from SBRT treatment (Supplementary Figure 1).

Analysis of explant livers by histopathology showed different treatment responses. 
In 9/27 patients (33%), no vital tumor was detected microscopically, which was 
considered as complete response (Figure 2A-D, Supplementary Figure 2). Strikingly, 
for the majority of patients in the TACE and SBRT combination therapy group a 
complete response was observed (8/9, 89%), compared to none in the TACE only 
group (0/14, 0%) and only one in the SBRT only (1/4, 25%) group (P < 0.001) (Table 2, 
Figure 2E). When tumor size at the time of initial diagnosis was compared to tumor 
size in liver explants, treatment with TACE alone led to a stabilization or a decrease in 
tumor size in the majority of patients, but could not stop tumor growth in all cases. In 
the combination group, the only sample with vital tumor showed disease stabilization 
(increase in size < 20%) with most lesions being completely necrotic by histopathology 
as described above. In the SBRT group, one completely necrotic tumor was observed, 
but no conclusions on treatment response could be made due to the small sample size 
(Figure 3).

Of note, the only patient with vital tumor in the TACE and SBRT group had by far 
the highest AFP level (2515 ng/mL, Figure 4) and the shortest time interval between 
SBRT and LT (29 d). The only patient with a complete response in the SBRT only 
group had the smallest tumor in this group (12 mm, BCLC 0), the longest time 
between SBRT and LT (256 d) and was transplanted due to deterioration of liver 
function. While there was a weak correlation between tumor size and treatment 
response in the overall patient cohort, the difference was not statistically significant (
Supplementary Figure 3).

On follow-up, two patients suffered from extrahepatic recurrence after LT, of whom 
one was in the TACE only group (with vital tumor tissue by explant histology) and 
one patient was in the TACE and SBRT group (no vital tumor detected in explanted 
liver).

http://f6publishing.blob.core.windows.net/9a0c9a2d-f36a-46b3-8825-223385b0b0a7/WJG-27-3630-supplementary-material.pdf
http://f6publishing.blob.core.windows.net/9a0c9a2d-f36a-46b3-8825-223385b0b0a7/WJG-27-3630-supplementary-material.pdf
http://f6publishing.blob.core.windows.net/9a0c9a2d-f36a-46b3-8825-223385b0b0a7/WJG-27-3630-supplementary-material.pdf
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Table 1 Patients characteristics of all patients and separated into treatment groups, n (%)

Characteristics Total number of patients 
(n1 = 27)

TACE only (n = 
14)

Combination of TACE and 
SBRT (n = 9)

SBRT only (n = 
4) P value

Male/female 20 (74)/7 (26) 12 (86)/2 (14) 5 (56)/4 (44) 3 (75)/1 (25)

age < 60/≥ 60 yr 13 (48)/14 (52) 6 (43)/8 (57) 5 (56)/4 (44) 2 (50)/2 (50)

mean age yr ± SD 60 ± 6 59.5 ± 8 61 ± 4 60 ± 2 0.963

Genesis of cirrhosis

1 alcohol 11 (41) 6 (44) 3 (33) 2 (50)

2 viral2 12 (44) 8 (57) 3 (33) 1 (25)

3 others3 4 (15) 0 (0) 3 (33) 1 (25)

Numbers of TACE treatment cycle4

1 12 (44) 5 (36) 7 (78) NA

2 6 (22) 4 (29) 2 (22)

3 or more 5 (19) 5 (36) 0 (0)

Mean radiation dose in Gy NA 40.00 ± 3.75 36.80 ± 17.56 0.586

1n = 27 is the number of patients included into our study.
2Ten patients suffered from hepatitis C virus (HCV), two from hepatitis B virus.
3One patient with combination of alcohol and HCV, three patients with autoimmune hepatitis.
4No statistical testing due to different therapeutic approaches. Dichotomous variables are presented in number and percentage, continuous variables in 
mean ± SD. TACE: Transarterial chemoembolization; SBRT: Stereotactic body radiation therapy.

Table 2 Tumor response by treatment (including tumor characteristics), n (%)

Total number of 
patients (n1 = 27) TACE only (n = 14) Combination of TACE and 

SBRT (n = 9) SBRT only (n = 4) P value

Complete response 9 (33.3) 0 (0) 8 (88.89) 1 (25) < 0.001

Number of tumor 
lesions 

0.517

1 20 (74) 9 (64) 8 (89) 3 (75)

2 7 (26) 5 (36) 1 (11) 1 (25)

Mean tumor size2 29.3 ± 9.46 29.50 ± 7.63 27.67 ± 9.54 26.67 ± 14.50 0.389

BCLC4

0 1 (4) 0 (0) 0 (0) 1 (25)

A 26 (96) 14 (100) 9 (100) 3 (75)

Median AFP3,5 8.0, 5.0/58.0 8.05, 5.2/84.2 8.0, 5.0/17.7 9.85, 8.0/11.85

1n = 27 is the maximum number of patients included into our study.
2mean size of largest tumor in mm ± SD at time of diagnosis.
3Median AFP in ng/ml with 1st/3rd quartile at time of diagnosis.
4No statistical testing due to small sample size.
5No statistical testing due to high variation and SD. Patients characteristics of all patients and separated into treatment groups. Dichotomous variables are 
presented in number and percentage, continuous variables in mean ± SD. AFP: Alpha-fetoprotein; TACE: Transarterial chemoembolization; SBRT: 
Stereotactic body radiation therapy; BCLC: Barcelona clinic liver cancer.

DISCUSSION
In this study, patients with HCC who received a combination therapy of TACE and 
SBRT before LT had a significantly higher rate of complete histopathological response 
than patients who received TACE or SBRT alone.
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Figure 1 Box plot showing tumor size in each treatment group. Median is represented by bars, 25%-75% percentiles by boxes and outliers by markers. 
There were no statistically significant differences between groups. TACE: Transarterial chemoembolization; SBRT: Stereotactic body radiation therapy.

Current bridging strategies to LT aim to stabilize the disease but are not sufficient to 
delay tumor growth in all patients[7]. Thermal ablation and TACE are the most 
commonly used bridging therapies before LT. However, RFA or MWA are not 
technically feasible in all patients mostly due to tumor location, and a complete 
pathologic response to TACE alone is found in less than 35% of patients receiving LT 
for HCC[21,33]. Disease progression poses a risk in these patients – especially in 
countries with long waiting times such as Germany, with an average of two to three 
patients per center removed due to tumor progression each year, revoking any 
curative treatment option. Based on the outcomes of previous studies indicating 
improved response after TACE and SBRT combination vs TACE alone in HCC[34,35], 
we used TACE and SBRT combination therapy as an individualized treatment 
approach in patients at risk for tumor progression beyond MC to achieve long term 
disease stabilization.

While a better outcome of the combination of TACE and SBRT was expected[28,30], 
the rate of complete tumor response by histopathology was surprisingly high in our 
patient cohort. In almost all patients who received combined TACE and SBRT, no 
residual vital tumor was detected in explant livers (TACE and SBRT 89% vs TACE 
alone 0%; P < 0.001). The only patient in the TACE and SBRT group with vital tumor 
tissue by histopathology had a very high AFP (2515 ng/mL) and was transplanted less 
than one month after SBRT treatment. On the other hand, one patient with complete 
response in the SBRT-only group had a lesion < 2 cm, an interval of more than 6 mo 
between SBRT and LT, and was transplanted for deterioration of liver function.

In the small group of patients treated with SBRT alone (four patients in which 
chemoembolization was not feasible for anatomical reasons or where treatment 
decision was made at an external hospital), only one of four patients had no vital 
tumor by histomorphology. Importantly, we had no indications for differences 
regarding SBRT schemes between groups in our study cohort (Table 1, Supplementary 
Figure 4 and 5). However, from a sample size this small and above all a very short 
time interval between SBRT and LT in three out of four patients in the SBRT only 
group (Supplementary Figure 1) it cannot be ruled out that SBRT alone might be 
equally efficient to TACE and SBRT combination therapy. However, recently 
published data from a cohort of 14 patients showing complete response by 
histopathology in 23.1% of tumor nodules in liver explants is in line with our data[36] 
– indicating that complete tumor necrosis is not commonly achieved after SBRT alone.

Importantly, none of our patients showed any higher grade treatment-related 
toxicities, which is in line with previous analyses[37,38]. While treatment side effects 
were not prospectively evaluated, there were no reports of deterioration of liver 
function in the TACE and SBRT group, or other higher-grade side effects observed at 
our centers. However, our study comprises a relatively small group of patients and 
almost all patients of our cohort had well-preserved liver function. Therefore, 
outcomes might have been different in patients with impaired liver function[39,40]. 
Clearly, long-term hepatic toxicity, which is mostly negligible in a pre-transplant 
setting, might be limiting in palliative treatment strategies[38].

http://f6publishing.blob.core.windows.net/9a0c9a2d-f36a-46b3-8825-223385b0b0a7/WJG-27-3630-supplementary-material.pdf
http://f6publishing.blob.core.windows.net/9a0c9a2d-f36a-46b3-8825-223385b0b0a7/WJG-27-3630-supplementary-material.pdf
http://f6publishing.blob.core.windows.net/9a0c9a2d-f36a-46b3-8825-223385b0b0a7/WJG-27-3630-supplementary-material.pdf
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Figure 2 Tumor response by histopathology for each treatment group. A-D: Representative histopathology (Hematoxylin and eosin stain) of tumor 
lesions in explant livers after transarterial chemoembolization (TACE) (A, C; scale bar 200 µm) or TACE + stereotactic body radiation therapy (SBRT) (B, D; scale bar 
100 µm). Samples show necrosis with granulation tissue and organization by connective tissue at the border area (arrowheads) to normal liver. Residual tumor tissue 
was observed in TACE only samples, while no vital tumor cells could be detected in most patients in the TACE + SBRT group (B, D); E: Bar graph displaying the 
proportion of vital tumor tissue in each treatment group. Combination therapy with TACE and SBRT leads to a statistically significantly lower number of residual tumor 
tissue in explant livers (P < 0.001). TACE: Transarterial chemoembolization; SBRT: Stereotactic body radiation therapy; N: Necrosis; L: Normal liver; T: Tumor tissue.

Together, data from our study strongly indicate that TACE and SBRT combination 
therapy might lead to higher rates of complete histopathological tumor response than 
TACE alone. Nevertheless, this study has some limitations. A sample bias due to the 
multicenter, retrospective design, large duration of study recruitment and little 
opportunity to adjust for possible confounders due to small sample size cannot be 
ruled out. Furthermore, most of the patients with two tumor lesions were in the TACE 
group, which might have biased the results towards a lower percentage of complete 
response in this cohort. Additionally, the limited number of patients in this study does 
not allow to draw any conclusions on tumor recurrence or even overall survival. Our 
cohort accounts for less than 25% of all patients that were transplanted with HCC in 
Munich transplant centers as most HCC patients received additional bridging 
therapies such as thermal ablation or even resection whenever feasible. Therefore, 
whether these histopathological findings will translate into a survival benefit remains 
to be investigated prospectively in a larger patient cohort. For example, one patient 
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Figure 3 Tumor size at time of diagnosis and in explant histology for each treatment group. Tumor size at initial diagnosis was determined by 
radiology. When more than one tumor was present, the size of the largest tumor was graphed. In cases where no vital tumor tissue was detected, a size of 0 mm was 
graphed. TACE: Transarterial chemoembolization; SBRT: Stereotactic body radiation therapy.

Figure 4 Correlation of alpha-fetoprotein and tumor size for each group. Scatter chart showing the correlation of alpha-fetoprotein in ng / mL and tumor 
size in mm for each group. AFP: Alpha-fetoprotein; TACE: Transarterial chemoembolization; SBRT: Stereotactic body radiation therapy.

who received TACE and SBRT combination therapy and showed a complete response 
in the explant liver developed metachronous metastatic disease less than 6 mo after 
liver transplantation. In this patient, metastases first occurred in the skull that was not 
routinely screened by standard tumor staging procedures while the patient was on the 
waiting list. If bone metastases to the skull were already present before completing 
SBRT bridging therapy before LT cannot be determined retrospectively but is certainly 
a possibility. The development of extrahepatic metastases therefore remains an 
eminent risk even with excellent local tumor control, yet it occurs very rarely at this 
stage. On the other hand, a patient with high AFP (2515 ng/mL) indicating limited 
prognosis was successfully transplanted after TACE and SBRT combination therapy. 
Despite only partial response with 20% of vital tumor tissue by histopathology, he 
shows no signs of tumor recurrence more than 4 years after LT.

More recently, down-staging to MC has been implemented in organ allocation 
criteria in several countries. In our cohort, a complete response with decrease of tumor 
size and loss of arterial hyperperfusion was routinely observed in the combination 
cohort (Figure 5).

Even though our study did not include any patients beyond MC, TACE and SBRT 
combination therapy might be efficient for down-staging patients to MC to reach 
requirements for LT. As a sample bias cannot be excluded due to the limited number 
of patients, retrospective design, and long recruitment time, further studies in a larger 
patient cohort are needed to confirm high treatment response to TACE and SBRT 
combination therapy and to clarify if these findings translate into a decreased number 
of waitlist removals due to tumor progression or into reduced rates of tumor 



Bauer U et al. TACE and SBRT in HCC

WJG https://www.wjgnet.com 3639 June 28, 2021 Volume 27 Issue 24

Figure 5 Imaging from before and after combination therapy in one patient in the transarterial chemoembolization + stereotactic body 
radiation therapy cohort. A, B: Contrast enhanced computed tomography (CT); C-F: Magnetic resonance imaging (MRI). Contrast enhanced CT and MRI, 
arterial phase (top row) and portal venous phase (bottom row) cross sectional imaging from before (A–D) and after (E, F) treatment. At baseline CT and MRI, a well-
defined nodular lesion with typical contrast agent dynamics is noted in the right liver lobe (Arrows). After treatment, typical radiation induced peri-lesional 
hyperenhancement and no hepatocellular carcinoma-specific contrast agent uptake is noted.

recurrence after liver transplantation.

CONCLUSION
In summary, data from our study shows that patients not eligible for ablation or 
resection who received TACE and SBRT combination therapy were significantly more 
likely to have complete histopathological tumor response in explanted livers 
compared to patients treated with TACE or SBRT only. Whether TACE and SBRT 
combination therapy results in decreased number of waiting list removals and/or a 
reduced rate of tumor recurrence after LT needs to be evaluated prospectively in a 
larger patient cohort. Additionally, future studies will need to show if patients within 
MC who are not eligible for LT because of old age or relevant co-morbidities could 
benefit from TACE and SBRT combination therapy if curative resection or ablation is 
not possible due to tumor location.

ARTICLE HIGHLIGHTS
Research background
In patients with hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) who are not eligible for resection or 
ablation therapy, liver transplantation presents a curative treatment option. Due to 
organ shortage there are long waiting times with the risk of tumor progression. 
Therefore, efficient bridging therapies are needed.

Research motivation
This study evaluated the treatment response to a combination therapy of transarterial 
chemoembolization (TACE) and stereotactic body radiation therapy (SBRT) as 
bridging to liver transplantation.

Research objectives
This study aimed to establish a pathologic response in explant livers after TACE and 
SBRT.
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Research methods
Retrospective multicenter analysis of 27 patients that underwent liver transplantation 
and received either TACE or SBRT alone or a combination therapy of TACE and SBRT 
as bridging to liver transplantation.

Research results
About 89% of the patients in the TACE and SBRT combination group had no residual 
tumor tissue by histopathology, whereas 0% in the TACE only and 25% in the SBRT 
only group had a complete histopathological response.

Research conclusions
A combination of TACE and SBRT shows superior pathologic response in comparison 
to TACE or SBRT alone for bridging to liver transplantation in patients with HCC.

Research perspectives
If complete histopathological response in the TACE and SBRT combination group 
translates into a better progression free and overall survival needs to be evaluated in 
larger studies.
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