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Abstract
Zollinger-Ellison syndrome (ZES) associated with pancreatic or duodenal 
gastrinoma is characterized by gastric acid hypersecretion, which typically leads 
to gastroesophageal reflux disease, recurrent peptic ulcers, and chronic diarrhea. 
As symptoms of ZES are nonspecific and overlap with other gastrointestinal 
disorders, the diagnosis is often delayed with an average time between the onset 
of symptoms and final diagnosis longer than 5 years. The critical step for the 
diagnosis of ZES is represented by the initial clinical suspicion. Hypergastrinemia 
is the hallmark of ZES; however, hypergastrinemia might recognize several 
causes, which should be ruled out in order to make a final diagnosis. Gastrin 
levels > 1000 pg/mL and a gastric pH below 2 are considered to be diagnostic for 
gastrinoma; some specific tests, including esophageal pH-recording and secretin 
test, might be useful in selected cases, although they are not widely available. 
Endoscopic ultrasound is very useful for the diagnosis and the local staging of the 
primary tumor in patients with ZES, particularly in the setting of multiple 
endocrine neoplasia type 1. Some controversies about the management of these 
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tumors also exist. For the localized stage, the combination of proton pump 
inhibitory therapy, which usually resolves symptoms, and surgery, whenever 
feasible, with curative intent represents the hallmark of gastrinoma treatment. The 
high expression of somatostatin receptors in gastrinomas makes them highly 
responsive to somatostatin analogs, supporting their use as anti-proliferative 
agents in patients not amenable to surgical cure. Other medical options for 
advanced disease are super-imposable to other neuroendocrine neoplasms, and 
studies specifically focused on gastrinomas only are scant and often limited to 
case reports or small retrospective series. The multidisciplinary approach remains 
the cornerstone for the proper management of this composite disease. Herein, we 
reviewed available literature about gastrinoma-associated ZES with a specific 
focus on differential diagnosis, providing potential diagnostic and therapeutic 
algorithms.

Key Words: Gastrinoma; Zollinger-Ellison syndrome; Neuroendocrine neoplasms; 
Pancreatic neuroendocrine neoplasm; Duodenal neuroendocrine neoplasm; Diagnosis; 
Therapy

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

Core Tip: As symptoms of Zollinger-Ellison syndrome are nonspecific and overlap with 
other gastrointestinal disorders, most of these patients are usually referred to general 
gastroenterologists, leading to a diagnostic delay. A better disease awareness together 
with the maintenance of a high index of suspicion are necessary to make the final 
diagnosis. The proper management of Zollinger-Ellison syndrome due to a gastrinoma 
include both the medical treatment for symptom’s relief and surgery whenever feasible 
with curative intent; the multidisciplinary approach, with close cooperation between 
gastroenterologists and surgeons, and the referral to tertiary centers with great expertise 
in the neuroendocrine field are mandatory.

Citation: Rossi RE, Elvevi A, Citterio D, Coppa J, Invernizzi P, Mazzaferro V, Massironi S. 
Gastrinoma and Zollinger Ellison syndrome: A roadmap for the management between new and 
old therapies. World J Gastroenterol 2021; 27(35): 5890-5907
URL: https://www.wjgnet.com/1007-9327/full/v27/i35/5890.htm
DOI: https://dx.doi.org/10.3748/wjg.v27.i35.5890

INTRODUCTION
Zollinger-Ellison syndrome (ZES) was firstly described in 1955 as associated with a 
neuroendocrine neoplasm (NEN) capable of ectopic gastrin secretion (namely 
gastrinoma)[1], resulting in gastric acid hypersecretion, which typically leads to 
gastroesophageal reflux disease (GERD), recurrent peptic ulcers, and chronic diarrhea. 
The terms gastrinoma and ZES have been frequently used as synonymous, although 
gastrinoma refers to the NEN secreting gastrin, whereas ZES refers to the clinical 
manifestations of the disease. ZES has an incidence of 1-1.5 cases/million per year[2]. 
Gastrinomas are NENs located in the duodenum (70%), pancreas (25%), and rarely 
(5%), in other sites, including stomach, liver, ovary, and lung. Gastrinoma is the most 
frequent functioning duodenal NEN and the second most frequently occurring 
functional pancreatic NEN (pNEN), following insulinoma; in turn, 15% of functioning 
pNENs is represented by gastrinoma. It may be sporadic, which is generally 
diagnosed between the ages of 50 and 70 years with a male to female ratio of 1.5-2:1
[3], whilst 20%-30% of the patients develop ZES in the context of a genetic syndrome 
known as multiple endocrine neoplasia type 1 (MEN-1)[4].

The diagnosis of ZES is not always straightforward due to both non-specific 
symptoms and confounding factors including proton pump inhibitor (PPI) therapy, 
which might temporarily relieve symptoms. Furthermore, as these patients tend to be 
referred to gastroenterologists because of diarrhea and/or reflux disease disorder, 
despite a better awareness of the disease, the diagnosis might be challenging for those 
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gastroenterologists with low experience in the neuroendocrine setting as well as for 
many oncologists who are less used to dealing with diarrhea and reflux disease. As a 
consequence, the average time between the onset of symptoms and the final diagnosis 
is often longer than 5 years[5,6], and nearly 25% of patients are metastatic at the first 
diagnosis and show a worse prognosis when compared to non-metastatic patients in 
whom the surgical management is associated with a promising 15-year survival rate of 
> 80%[7].

Furthermore, some controversies about the management of these tumors still exist, 
particularly regarding the exact role of surgery or medical treatment and the possible 
role of somatostatin analogs (SSAs)[3]. Given that gastrinoma and ZES need both a 
proper medical treatment for symptom relief and a surgical procedure whenever 
feasible, the multidisciplinary approach, with close cooperation between clinicians and 
surgeons, remains the cornerstone for proper management of this composite disease, 
which should be always referred to tertiary centers.

Herein, we review from a critical point of view current knowledge about 
gastrinoma-associated ZES, also providing potential diagnostic and therapeutic 
algorithms based on both evidence from literature and own personal experience.

METHODOLOGY
Bibliographical searches were performed in PubMed using the following keywords: 
Gastrinoma; Zollinger Ellison syndrome; neuroendocrine neoplasms; pancreatic 
neuroendocrine neoplasm; duodenal neuroendocrine neoplasm; diagnosis; therapy; 
guidelines. We searched for all relevant articles published over the last 10 years. The 
reference lists from the studies returned by the electronic search were manually 
searched to identify further relevant reports. The reference lists from all available 
review articles, primary studies, and proceedings of major meetings were also 
considered. Articles published as abstracts were included, whereas non-English 
language papers were excluded.

CLINICAL PRESENTATION
ZES is characterized by gastric acid hypersecretion and consequent hyperchlorhydria 
resulting in severe acid-related peptic disease and diarrhea. The symptoms usually 
resolve when gastric acid secretion is controlled pharmacologically with PPIs[8,9]; of 
note, the disappearance of diarrhea following PPI treatment is typical of ZES and 
represents one of the factors contributing to the diagnostic delay. According to data 
from the literature, common symptoms include abdominal pain (75%), diarrhea (73%), 
heartburn (44%), and weight loss (17%)[6,8,10]. As these symptoms are both not 
specific and often less severe due to concomitant PPI treatment, the final diagnosis is 
often delayed and patients are diagnosed with irritable bowel syndrome or reflux 
disease by gastroenterologists with low or no knowledge of the disease[8,11].

The endoscopic features are also not specific and might include erosions and ulcers
[12], however, ZES patients often present with multiple ulcers located at unusual sites, 
e.g., beyond the first or second portion of the duodenum[8,13]. Furthermore, enlarged 
gastric folds can be present in more than 90% of patients with ZES[11].

One should keep in mind that approximately 25% of gastrinomas occur in the 
context of MEN-1, which is characterized by the presence of parathyroid, pancreatic-
duodenal, and pituitary tumors[14]; thus the occurrence of unexplained hypercalcemia 
might be a sign for possible MEN-1 syndrome-associated ZES[15,16], also taken into 
account that primary hyperparathyroidism is generally the presenting feature in the 
majority of cases of MEN-1 syndrome[8,16,17]. Of note, parathyroidectomy usually 
improves gastrin levels and basal acid output[16]. Finally, in ZES/MEN-1 patients, 
type 2 gastric NENs might occur[3].

DIFFERENTIAL DIAGNOSIS
Symptoms of ZES are nonspecific and overlap with other gastrointestinal (GI) 
disorders, which explains the frequent diagnostic delay.

As concerns chronic diarrhea in ZES, this is sustained by hyperchlorhydria and 
sodium and water malabsorption due to hypergastrinemia[18]. As afore-mentioned, 
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diarrhea is one of the most frequent symptoms in ZES; up to 75% of patients manifest 
diarrhea[19], and this could be the sole presenting symptom in 3%-10% of the patients
[20]. Moreover, chronic diarrhea is one of the most frequent symptoms requiring 
gastroenterologist referral; its diagnostic workup could be challenging because many 
different causes could cooperate to diarrhea development and recurrence (e.g., dietary 
habits, drugs). Recent British Society of Gastroenterology (BSG) guidelines for chronic 
diarrhea[21] tried to classify different causes of chronic diarrhea (Table 1) and to 
standardize a diagnostic work-up in these patients. Since hormone-secreting tumors 
are considered rare causes of chronic diarrhea, BSG guidelines suggest testing patients 
for these tumors only when other causes of diarrhea have been excluded. From a 
clinical point of view, the association between chronic diarrhea with both other ZES 
suggestive symptoms (e.g., chronic peptic ulcer disease) and clinical response to PPIs 
may be helpful in diagnosing this challenging syndrome, taking into account that the 
delay in diagnosis of ZES remains between 6 to 9 years from the first clinical 
presentation[9,19].

Abdominal pain and heartburn are frequently reported as symptoms of ZES[9]. As 
well as diarrhea, they are sustained by hyperchlorhydria, which directly damages GI 
mucosa, causing ulcers and erosions. Abdominal pain could be associated with peptic 
ulcers, which, differently from Helicobacter pylori or non-steroidal anti-inflammatory 
drug-related ulcers, are multiple, located at unusual locations (e.g., the third part of the 
duodenum, small bowel) and complicated by bleeding, penetration, perforation, or 
strictures[8,13,19].

Similar to peptic ulcer disease, chronic GERD is one of the most frequent manifest-
ations of ZES[13]. Heartburn and regurgitation are the most typical symptoms, which 
are super-imposable to symptoms associated with typical GERD; differently from the 
typical syndrome, patients with ZES often present esophageal strictures due to over-
exposition to acid reflux.

Again, the association between these symptoms and chronic diarrhea, after 
exclusion of other common GI etiologies, might raise the suspicion of ZES, which 
requires specific tests in order to get the final diagnosis.

DIAGNOSIS
The diagnosis of ZES is quite challenging, also considered that the critical point is the 
initial suspicion of ZES. A suggested diagnostic algorithm is represented in Figure 1.

ZES is a clinical syndrome characterized by the following triad: (1) gastric acid 
hypersecretion, sustained by (2) fasting serum hypergastrinemia causing (3) peptic 
ulcer disease and diarrhea[1]. Hypergastrinemia is sustained by a gastrinoma, a rare 
NEN (located primarily in the duodenum or pancreas) that secretes gastrin.

Since ZES symptoms can be explained almost entirely by acid hypersecretion, PPIs, 
which significantly decrease acid secretion, can mitigate or resolve ZES symptoms, 
making ZES diagnosis even more challenging than in the past[9,22], but avoiding 
severe ZES complications.

Hypergastrinemia is the hallmark of ZES; however, hypergastrinemia might 
recognize several causes, which should be ruled out in order to make a final diagnosis 
of ZES[23]. In detail, it can be distinguished between (1) appropriate hypergast-
rinemia, due to atrophic gastritis (with or without pernicious anemia), anti-secretory 
therapy (PPIs or high-dose histamine H2-receptor antagonist, namely famotidine), 
chronic renal failure, Helicobacter pylori-related pan-gastritis, vagotomy, and (2) 
inappropriate hypergastrinemia that can be observed in ZES (sporadic or associated 
with MEN-1), antral-predominant Helicobacter pylori infection, retained-antrum 
syndrome, gastric-outlet obstruction, extensive small-bowel resection.

The diagnosis of ZES requires the demonstration of inappropriate gastrin secretion 
associated with gastric hyperchlorhydria, which corresponds to a gastric pH < 2[5]. 
Normal fasting gastrin levels are < 100 pg/mL; levels > 300 pg/mL are highly 
suspicious, and levels > 1000 pg/mL together with a gastric pH below 2 are 
considered to be diagnostic for gastrinoma[2,9,24]. Naso-gastric tube aspiration has 
classically been used to estimate gastric pH, but it can be uncomfortable for patients 
and can underestimate gastric acid output; alternatively, gastric pH can be measured 
during upper GI endoscopy, by aspiration of gastric juice for pH determination using 
either pH paper or a pH meter; while endoscopic sampling was shown to overestimate 
total acid volume, it provided more reproducible results and offered greater patient 
tolerance than nasogastric tube placement[5,23,25,26]. To avoid false-negative results, 
fasting serum gastrin levels and gastric pH should be measured after PPI withdrawal
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Table 1 Differential diagnosis of chronic diarrhea[21]

Common Infrequent Rare

IBS-diarrhea Small bowel bacterial overgrowth Small bowel enteropathies (i.e. Whipple’s disease, tropical 
sprue, amyloid, etc.)

Bile acid diarrhea Mesenteric ischemia Hypoparathyroidism

Diet (artificial sweeteners, caffeine, FODMAP 
malabsorption, etc.)

Lymphoma Addison’s disease

Colonic neoplasia Surgical causes (small bowel resection, 
incontinence, etc.)

Hormone secreting tumors (i.e. VIPoma, gastrinoma, 
carcinoid)

IBD Chronic pancreatitis Autonomic neuropathy

Celiac disease Radiation enteropathy Factitious diarrhea

Drugs (antibiotics, NSAID, etc.) Pancreatic carcinoma Brainerd diarrhea

Overflow diarrhea Hyperthyroidism

Diabetes

Chronic infections (i.e. giardiasis)

Cystic fibrosis

FODMAP: Fermentable Oligosaccharides, Disaccharides, Monosaccharides, and Polyols; IBS: Irritable bowel syndrome; NSAID: Nonsteroidal anti-
inflammatory drugs.

Figure 1 A suggested diagnostic algorithm is depicted. GERD: Gastroesophageal reflux disease; H. pylori: Helicobacter pylori; MEN-1: Multiple endocrine 
neoplasia type 1; PPIs: Proton pump inhibitors; ULN: Upper limit of normal; ZES: Zollinger Ellison syndrome.

[2,6,27]. However, PPI withdrawal could be dangerous for ZES patients, because it 
could bring a dramatic increase in gastric acid secretion, hence causing severe peptic 
ulcer disease and its complications[23], thus the decision to stop the treatment should 
be tailored to every single patient. Then, it is usually suggested to start histamine H2-
receptor antagonists (i.e. famotidine) as soon as PPIs are stopped in order to prevent 
complications due to gastric acid hypersecretion. Having a shorter duration of action 
compared to PPIs, H2-antagonists could be used until the evening before serum 
gastrin and gastric pH tests[23].
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Imaging and ultrasound endoscopy (endoscopic ultrasound)
Localization of the primary tumor and its metastases is the first diagnostic step when 
ZES associated with gastrinoma is suspected.

Contrast-enhanced computed tomography (CT) scan is useful to identify primary 
tumor > 1 cm, pancreatic head tumors, and liver metastases, with a sensitivity between 
59% and 78% and a specificity between 95% and 98%, respectively. Conversely, 
sensitivity decreases for tumor size < 1 cm and extra-pancreatic locations[28,29].

Contrast-enhanced magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) showed high specificity 
(namely 100%) in detecting small pancreatic tumors and liver metastases, whereas 
sensibility is sub-optimal varying from 25% to 85%. Of note, MRI showed a higher 
sensibility for liver metastases detection when compared to CT scan[28,30].

Somatostatin receptor scintigraphy (Octreoscan®) has been used to localize 
gastrinomas[8,31]. This test involves the administration of indium radio-labeled 
octreotide, which binds selectively to somatostatin receptors found on gastrinoma 
cells. It showed quite good sensitivity (between 77% and 78%) and a good specificity 
(93%-94%) for primary tumor detection and its metastases, although sensitivity 
decreases for small tumors (< 1 cm)[32]. Diagnostic accuracy of somatostatin receptor 
scintigraphy (Octreoscan®) can be improved by performing it in combination with 
single-photon emission CT (SRS-SPECT)[28]. Different studies showed higher 
sensitivity and specificity in primary tumor detection, 78%-88% and 97%, respectively, 
when compared to Octreoscan® alone[33-35].

In more recent years, somatostatin receptor positron emission tomography (PET) 
techniques have shown great promise for improving the localization of gastrinomas as 
well as other NENs[36-39] and for the detection of distant metastases, including bone 
lesions. The radioisotope 68Ga can be ligated to peptides that bind to somatostatin 
receptors found in abundance on the NEN surface[36]. This technique showed a 
higher sensibility and specificity (72%-100% and 83%-100%, respectively) when 
compared to the aforementioned diagnostic techniques in localizing the primary 
tumor, especially small size tumors[36,37,40]. Combining 68Ga-radiotracers with 
traditional CT scans (PET/CT) further enhances diagnostic accuracy compared to PET 
alone, showing a sensitivity of 93% and a specificity of 96% in primary tumor detection
[41]. Gallium-68PET-scan should be always included in the diagnostic pathway of all 
NENs, including gastrinoma, in order to both identify the primary tumor and stage 
the disease.

Endoscopic ultrasound (EUS) has become an important diagnostic tool to localize 
gastrinomas, particularly small (i.e. < 2 cm) pancreatic lesions; its sensitivity and 
specificity are 75%-100% and 95%, respectively, for pancreatic tumors. Unfortunately, 
its sensitivity dramatically decreases in cases of duodenal localization, ranging from 
38% to 63%[28,42]. A further advantage of this technique is the possibility of taking 
cytologic/histologic samples through a fine needle aspiration/biopsy (FNA/B) to 
confirm the diagnosis of NEN, even if false-negative results are possible mainly due to 
poor sampling adequacy. EUS-FNA/B is now considered the primary sampling 
technique for pancreatic tumors, with a sensitivity ranging between 80% and 90%, 
specificity at 96%[43], and a sampling adequacy rate of 83%-93%[44].

When used as a screening modality in asymptomatic patients with MEN-1, EUS has 
been reported to be more accurate than CT scan to detect smaller tumors[45]. 
Therefore, its diagnostic ability has led experts to recommend it as an annual screening 
modality for all patients with MEN-1, although recent evidence suggests that the 
growth rate of small pNENs (i.e. < 2 cm) is low and that EUS screening frequency can 
likely be extended[14,46].

Esophageal pH-recording
Since one of the most common symptoms of ZES is GERD, it could be argued that 
esophageal pH-monitoring could be a useful tool to diagnose ZES. Recent BSG 
guidelines for esophageal manometry and esophageal pH monitoring[47] stated 
indications to perform esophageal pH-monitoring, also including as an indication 
GERD symptoms that did not respond to double dose of PPIs. This technique allows to 
diagnose an increased acid exposure, to evaluate the association between symptoms 
and acid or non-acid reflux, and to identify different phenotypes of upper symptoms (
i.e. non-erosive reflux disease, hypersensitive esophagus, and functional heartburn).

ZES is not usually included in diagnosis performed by esophageal pH-monitoring, 
and, consequently, ZES reference standard for esophageal pH-monitoring is lacking. 
However, evidence of a high number of acidic reflux episodes (i.e. esophageal pH < 4), 
a high number of long (i.e. > 5 min) reflux episodes, a high percentage of time with 
esophageal pH < 4, both on a double dose of PPIs and off PPIs, could raise the 
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suspicion of abnormal gastric acid secretion. This hypothesis should be confirmed by 
prospective studies; however, considering the rarity of this syndrome, it would be 
very difficult to obtain standard values to use in clinical practice; therefore, despite its 
potential utility, this test is not currently included in the standard diagnostic workup 
of gastrinoma.

Secretin provocative test
Secretin provocative test in ZES diagnosis founds its application in controversial cases, 
that is patients with suspected ZES, gastric pH < 2 but fasting serum gastrin < × 10 
upper limit of normal[9]. To perform a secretin stimulation test, fasting gastrin levels 
are obtained before intravenous (IV) administration of secretin and then 2, 5, and 10 
min after infusion[25]. Patients with gastrinomas exhibit an inappropriate increase in 
gastrin production in response to secretin infusion[9]. This mechanism can be 
explained in part by the fact that secretin receptors are expressed directly on the 
gastrinoma cell surface[48]. Different cut-offs for positive tests have been proposed, 
including an absolute increase in gastrin concentration ≥ 110 pg/mL or ≥ 200 pg/mL 
or a 50% increase in gastrin concentration[49]. However, previous data suggested that 
a positive secretin-provocative test (≥ 120 pg/mL increase) has a sensitivity of 94% and 
specificity of 100%, respectively[50]. According to data from the literature, a false-
negative response can occur in 6% to 20% of patients[51,52], whereas false-positive 
responses, ranging from 15% to 39% in different studies[52,53], are found in patients 
with pernicious anemia or chronic PPI use.

In order to reduce the risk of false-positive results, PPI treatment should be 
withdrawn, but, again, the decision should be discussed in a case-by-case manner to 
limit the risk of severe complications (e.g., perforation or bleeding). This might 
partially explain the reason why the secretin test can be difficult to be performed and 
should be reserved for strictly selected cases when the diagnosis is not straight-
forward.

MEN-1
MEN-1 is an autosomal dominant disorder, whose incidence has been estimated from 
random postmortem studies to be 0.25%, and to be 1%-18% in patients with primary 
hyperparathyroidism, 16%-38% in patients with gastrinomas, and less than 3% in 
patients with pituitary tumors[14]. From a clinical point of view, MEN-1 syndrome 
includes the occurrence of parathyroid adenoma (90%), entero-pancreatic tumor (30%-
70%), being gastrinoma the most frequent (40%), and pituitary adenoma (30%-40%). 
Other tumors that might occur in MEN-1 patients are adrenal cortical tumor (40%), 
pheochromocytoma (< 1%), bronchopulmonary NEN (2%), thymic NEN (2%), gastric 
NEN (10%), lipomas, (30%), angiofibromas (85%), collagenomas (70%), and 
meningiomas (8%)[14].

In patients with an established diagnosis of gastrinoma-related ZES, MEN-1 
syndrome might be present in approximately 25% of the cases. The presence of 
hypercalcemia due to hyperparathyroidism is one of the first signs. However, the 
diagnosis might be challenging in this specific setting as ZES does not usually develop 
in the absence of primary hyperparathyroidism, and hypergastrinemia has also been 
reported to be associated with hypercalcemia as a confounding factor[15]. Further-
more, parathyroidectomy leads to restoration of normocalcemia and improvement in 
clinical symptoms and biochemical abnormalities in as many as 20% of MEN-1 
patients with ZES[14]. Moreover, staging and localization with CT or MRI is even 
more challenging in the setting of MEN-1 due to the presence of numerous small 
tumors < 1 cm in size[27,28]. A high index of suspicion must be maintained if a patient 
with chronic diarrhea and unexplained peptic ulcer disease presents with primary 
hyperparathyroidism. The genetic test for MEN-1 syndrome should be performed in a 
selected subgroup of patients, namely (1) in patients with two or more primary MEN-
1-associated endocrine tumors (e.g., parathyroid adenoma, entero-pancreatic tumor, 
and pituitary adenoma) or hypercalcemia associated with an endocrine tumor; and (2) 
patients showing MEN-1-related features and being the first-degree relative of a 
patient with a clinical diagnosis of MEN-1[14].

THERAPY
The management of gastrinoma and ZES includes both a proper medical treatment for 
symptom’s relief and surgery with curative intent whenever feasible. A proposed 
therapeutic algorithm is represented in Figure 2.
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Figure 2 A proposed therapeutic algorithm is represented based on both evidence from literature and personal own experience. 1Allocation 
driving prognostic factors are performance status, age, metastatic disease burden and pattern, comorbidities. CT: Computed tomography; dNEN: Duodenal 
neuroendocrine neoplasm; EUS: Endoscopic ultrasound; H2: Histamine receptor 2: LT: Orthotopic liver transplantation; MEN-1: Multiple endocrine neoplasia type 1; 
MRI: Magnetic resonance imaging; PET: Positron emission tomography; pNEN: Pancreatic NEN; PPIs: Proton pump inhibitors; PRRT: Peptide-radioreceptor therapy; 
SSAs: Somatostatin analogs; TACE: Transarterial chemoembolization; TARE: Transarterial radioembolization; ZES: Zollinger Ellison syndrome.

Surgery
The role of surgery in the treatment of gastrinoma has changed completely from the 
introduction of PPIs in the 1980s. In fact, before the advent of an effective anti-
secretory therapy, surgery was performed to control acid hypersecretion, mainly 
removing the target cells of gastrin through total gastrectomy. These operations were, 
by the way, affected by a high mortality rate due to acid-related complications in the 
postoperative course. With the use of PPIs, gastric hypersecretion was no longer a 
problem, and the main determinant of prognosis became the gastrinoma itself because 
of its malignant potential and surgical excision started to be proposed as a potentially 
curative therapy. From 1981, the National Institute of Health began a prospective 
study recruiting patients with ZES for surgical therapy, with a well-designed surgical 
protocol in order to capture the long-term results of the best available surgical 
approach. The study reported a 10-year overall survival (OS) and disease-free survival 
(DFS) of 94% and 34%, respectively[54]. Therefore, surgery has gradually changed its 
role and gastrinoma resection has started to be increasingly proposed to patients 
eligible for resection. Currently, across the most important guidelines, surgical 
excision is generally recommended either for sporadic gastrinoma or for MEN-1 
associated gastrinoma if complete tumor removal is possible[2,55-58]. Subsequent 
studies reported a 20 year OS of 58%-71%, a 20-year disease-related survival of 73%-
88%[59], and a 10-year DFS of 25%-50%[60]. Surgery of the primary tumor also 
demonstrated to reduce the occurrence of liver metastases[61-63], which are one of the 
main determinants of prognosis, and to improve DFS in comparison with non-surgical 
management[62].

The majority of gastrinomas (from 60% to 90% depending on the series)[42,60] occur 
in the duodenum, and, since these are often very small lesions (less than 1 cm) and 
located at the submucosal layer, tumor detection is not so straightforward. Therefore, 
the surgical technique should follow a stepwise approach to search for the tumor even 
in case of negative preoperative imaging. In this context, surgery has firstly a 
diagnostic purpose, which is quite uncommon in modern surgery and, given the 
peculiarity of this technique and the rarity of the disease, it should be performed by 
experienced surgeons in tertiary referral centers. After a complete abdominal 
exploration, the duodenum and the pancreatic head are mobilized (Kocher maneuver) 
and carefully palpated. Intra-operative ultrasound with a linear probe is then 
performed on the duodenum and pancreas looking for the primary tumor and on the 
liver in search for liver metastases. Intra-operative endoscopy is performed thereafter 
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advancing the scope into the duodenum; duodenal gastrinomas may be found through 
trans-illumination of the bowel wall as non-trans-illuminated spots. If a lesion is 
identified, it should be marked with a suture and the duodenum opened around it for 
a full-thickness excision. If the described steps fail to reveal any lesion, a 3 cm longit-
udinal incision is made on the anterior aspect of the second portion of the duodenum, 
and the entire duodenal wall is palpated. Suspicious lesions are excised with a full-
thickness rim of normal tissue and sent for pathology. The duodenum is then closed 
transversally, if possible, to minimize the risk of strictures[64,65]. In the hands of an 
experienced surgeon, lesions could be found in 98% of imaging-negative ZES patients, 
with a 50% curative rate[59], similar to that of imaging-positive patients. These 
findings suggest that surgery should be performed as soon as possible in sporadic 
ZES, despite negative imaging findings. Pancreatic gastrinomas should be enucleated 
if located 3 mm or farther from the main pancreatic duct. Conversely, lesions that are 
closer to the pancreatic duct require distal pancreatectomy with or without 
splenectomy if located in the body or tail of the gland and pancreaticoduodenectomy if 
located in the head/neck. Pancreaticoduodenectomy or distal pancreatectomy may be 
necessary also for local recurrence after enucleation[66].

Regional lymph nodes should always be removed because nodal metastases are 
present in almost half of the patients[54,67] and lymphadenectomy has been associated 
with increased DFS[68], as reported also for other pNENs[69-71]. The presence of 
primary gastrinoma located in a lymph node is controversial, however, several studies 
reported long disease-free survivors after resection of only a positive lymph node[72,
73], and this supports the role of routine lymphadenectomy.

Since pancreaticoduodenectomy provides complete removal of the regional lymph 
nodes of the pancreatic head, the results in terms of DFS are better with respect to 
enucleation because of the higher chance of radicality[54,67]. However, given the high 
postoperative morbidity and the good prognosis also of patients with small residual 
disease, pancreaticoduodenectomy is not recommended as the standard operation for 
these patients[2,55-58]. Generally, the indication for surgery should always follow a 
thorough risk/benefit assessment within a multidisciplinary tumor board aiming at 
maximum radicality and minimum morbidity. This is particularly the case for MEN-1 
patients; in these patients, who have generally an earlier age of onset, pNENs should 
be resected in low-risk patients, and surgery is generally recommended for tumors 
larger than 2 cm[14,58]. However, according to most authorities, as well as all 
guidelines, surgical resection for an attempted cure should be performed in ZES 
patients whenever possible[2,27,58]. This is particularly true for functioning duodenal 
NENs, including gastrinomas, which have been reported to express a high metastatic 
potential[74], thus a radical surgical approach should be the first choice in this specific 
setting. However, in highly selected cases (i.e. duodenal lesions ≤ 1 cm, limited to the 
submucosal layer and without lymph nodal involvement), endoscopic resection might 
also be considered, although the risk of undetected micro-metastases might represent 
an issue.

Another controversial issue is laparoscopic surgery; while it is widely adopted for 
pNENs, its role for gastrinomas is limited to patients in whom preoperative imaging 
gives an accurate definition of tumor location. Unfortunately, as already mentioned, 
extensive exploration is often needed for diagnostic purposes. In these cases, 
laparoscopy is inadequate, and laparotomy is mandatory.

The role of surgical resection in ZES patients with advanced metastatic disease or 
even with extensive invasive localized disease is not well-defined. In this setting, the 
possibility of surgical removal of all resectable tumors (cytoreductive surgery, 
debulking surgery) should be considered, and surgery is generally recommended if ≥ 
80% of all disease can be removed (generally feasible in 5%-15% of all metastatic 
gastrinomas), although only a few reports containing primarily gastrinomas treated 
with this approach are currently available[10,72].

Finally, in highly selected metastatic gastrinomas, with liver-only metastases and 
fulfilling strict inclusion criteria, liver transplantation might be considered, even if its 
use remains controversial and the risk of tumor recurrence represents an issue[58].

Liver-directed therapies
Studies specifically focused on liver-directed therapies in the context of gastrinomas 
are scant; however, as for other NENs, the embolization approaches in the setting of 
gastrinoma are generally reserved for patients with metastatic unresectable hepatic 
metastases either limited to the liver or with a liver-predominant disease, particularly 
if locally symptomatic[10,58]. Of note, liver-directed therapies are used less frequently 
in ZES than in other metastatic NENs, because in ZES, the hormone excess-state can be 
well-controlled medically.
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Medical treatment
Among functioning NENs, gastrinoma is the most frequent type. There are two 
therapeutic goals in the management of patients with gastrinoma: The control of 
gastric acid hypersecretion and the treatment of the tumor itself.

Antisecretory medications
The therapy for syndrome control is based on PPI (e.g., omeprazole, esomeprazole, 
lansoprazole, pantoprazole, etc.), which are highly effective drugs and considered the 
drugs of choice for suppressing acid secretion. PPIs effectively block gastric acid 
secretion by irreversibly binding to and inhibiting the hydrogen-potassium ATPase 
pump on the luminal surface of the parietal cell membrane. Theoretically, the choice 
and titration of anti-secretory therapy should be guided by the parameters of gastric 
acid secretions such as basal acid output (to reduce it below 10 mEq/h)[75], since 
using symptoms alone as a signal of efficacy might be misleading, even if in many 
centers these methods are not available. Therefore, in most cases, PPI therapy is started 
at an empirical maximized dosage. The recommended initial dose of omeprazole is 60 
mg/daily or esomeprazole 120 mg/daily, lansoprazole 45 mg/daily, rabeprazole 60 
mg/daily, pantoprazole 120 mg/daily, divided, twice-a-day[75-78]. The type of PPI 
used seems not to be of relevance and a systematic review of 12 randomized trials 
examining the relative effectiveness of different PPI doses and dosing regimens found 
no consistent differences in symptom resolution and esophagitis healing rates[79]. IV 
PPIs are indicated in patients with clinically significant upper GI bleeding from a 
suspected peptic ulcer. Omeprazole, pantoprazole, and esomeprazole are the only PPIs 
available as an IV formulation. The other patients can be treated with oral preparation.

As concerns efficacy, PPIs have significantly decreased the morbidity and mortality 
resulting from severe ulcer disease[80]. In 60% of patients, ulcer healing occurs within 
2 wk; in 90%-100% of patients, healing occurs within 4 wk. PPIs are generally safe, 
even when used in high doses.

Once an effective clinical control of the peptic disease has been achieved, a gradual 
dose reduction is generally suggested[81,82]. In a study by Metz et al[83], 37 patients 
received high-dose omeprazole for almost 2 years, and nearly 50% were able to lower 
the dose down to 20 mg once daily, with 95% of patients experiencing safe long-term 
reductions in their medication dose. PPIs are generally well tolerated and can control 
hypergastrinemia in ZES for > 10 years (although some patients experience low 
vitamin B12 levels)[84].

No tachyphylaxis has been described. Therefore, the long duration of action, the 
fewer adverse effects, and the high potency make them superior to H2 blockers.

Regarding the use of H2-receptor antagonists in ZES, the dose usually is 4-8 times 
higher than the dose administered to patients with peptic ulcer disease. Although a 
good success rate exists, this treatment has been reported to fail in 50% of patients. 
Therefore, these drugs are never the first choice.

Only when PPIs are unable to control gastric acid secretion, SSAs can be considered, 
as they reduce gastrin secretion, even if they do not represent a first-line treatment at 
least for symptom control.

Even if this is not a treatment currently approved in localized gastrinoma, it is 
worth mentioning that in animals, the cholecystokinin-2 receptor antagonist YF476 has 
been shown to inhibit the development of enterochromaffin-like cell-tumors in 
susceptible animals with induced hypergastrinemia. Therefore, this drug could 
represent a potential option in ZES, not only to inhibit hypergastrinemia but also to 
prevent gastric NEN type 2 (e.g., associated with ZES/MEN-1). Furthermore, there 
continues to be interest in the development of cholecystokinin-2 receptor antagonists 
as anti-secretory agents[85]. However, strong evidence supporting the role of these 
molecules in this specific setting is lacking.

Anti-proliferative treatment
Approximately one-third of ZES patients present with metastatic disease to the liver
[10,86]. There are several systemic therapeutic options for advanced gastrinoma, not 
substantially different from the ones for other NENs, however, studies evaluating 
specific response rates in gastrinomas alone are limited.

SSAs like octreotide and lanreotide are highly effective in controlling the symptoms 
associated with hormone hypersecretion in all functioning tumors[87,88]; furthermore, 
they can reduce gastrin levels and their anti-proliferative effect has been demonstrated 
in PROMID and CLARINET studies[89,90]. However, in these studies only a few cases 
of gastrinoma were included, and, even if different case reports and case series 
suggested the role of SSAs in controlling gastrin secretion and symptoms in ZES 
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patients[91-94], to date only a few studies with a very low number of patients invest-
igated specifically the role of SSAs in ZES[3].

The multitargeted tyrosine kinase inhibitor, sunitinib, has demonstrated an 
improved progression-free survival from 5.5 mo to 11.4 mo in metastatic pNENs[95]. 
Moreover, based on the results of two randomized, double-blind, prospective, 
placebo-controlled studies, the mammalian target of rapamycin-inhibitor everolimus 
has been approved in advanced both pancreatic[96] and extra-pNENs[96]. However, 
there are no specific studies on the effects of sunitinib/everolimus in the specific 
setting of gastrinomas.

Streptozocin, 5-fluorouracil, and doxorubicin have been used, with the response rate 
reported to be as high as 69%[97]. Despite these reported response rates, the true 
radiologic response rate is more probably between 10% and 40%[98,99]. More recently, 
anti-proliferative activity has also been shown for temozolomide. Data came from 
retrospective studies[100] as well as from a prospective randomized study comparing 
capecitabine plus temozolomide to temozolomide alone in pNENs that revealed a 
median progression-free survival longer in the combination arm (22.7 mo vs 14.4 mo, 
hazard ratio 0.58, P = 0.023), but satisfactory in both[101]. Moreover, a recent real-
world analysis confirmed the combination of capecitabine and temozolomide as an 
active treatment for metastatic NENs[102]. Because of these studies, the use of 
capecitabine plus temozolomide has become routine for advanced pNENs, including 
gastrinomas.

Lastly, peptide receptor radionuclide therapy (PRRT) may be the most promising 
systemic therapy, and it has been repeatedly reported as particularly useful for 
symptom relief in functioning forms, even if this aspect might be less important in the 
setting of gastrinomas due to concomitant PPI treatment which is considered to be the 
first-line approach for symptoms’ control[10]. Two different isotopes have been used 
in most studies: 90Yttrium (90Y)- or 177Lutetium (177Lu)-labeled SSAs[103]. The approval 
of PRRT treatment comes from the promising results of a double-blinded, control 
phase 3 trial (NETTER-1)[104] in patients with advanced unresectable, midgut 
carcinoids and the results of treatment of 510 patients with advanced pNENs and 
other NENs[105,106]. According to data from the literature, gastrinomas are one of the 
malignant pNENs that were most responsive to PRRT; however, they also had one of 
the highest recurrence rates leading to a poorer prognosis[103,105]. In detail, in one 
study including 11 patients with metastatic ZES[107] treated with either 90Y-and/or 177

Lu-labeled SSAs, the mean serum gastrin decreased by 81%, complete response 
occurred in 9%, partial tumor response in 45%, tumor stabilization in 45%, with a 
persistence of the antitumor effect for a median period of 14 mo in 64% of the cases. 
Another study[108] involving 30 gastrinoma patients treated with 90Y-labeled SSAs 
reported a partial response rate of 33% with a mean OS time of 40 mo.

CONCLUSION
As the diagnosis of ZES is challenging; the maintenance of a high index of suspicion is 
necessary to get the final diagnosis. Better disease awareness is useful to reduce the 
diagnostic delay, particularly due to the improper referral of patients to physicians 
with low or no expertise in the neuroendocrine field. The association between typical 
symptoms including chronic diarrhea, reflux disorder, and recurrent peptic disease 
particularly at unusual sites should raise the suspicion of ZES after exclusion of 
alternative and more common GI etiologies. The possibility of an underlying MEN-1 
syndrome should be always considered, particularly in young patients with 
concomitant hypercalcemia suggestive of hyperparathyroidism and/or familiar 
history of MEN-1. A fasting gastrin level is generally the first step and confounding 
factors such as PPI use need to be considered. Gastric pH, esophageal pH-recording, 
and possibly a secretin stimulation test might be necessary as well, although the 
decision to perform them should be tailored to every single patient, considered both 
the need to withdraw PPI treatment and the limited availability of these tests in 
routine clinical practice. Tumor localization must be performed and EUS with the 
possibility of getting a sampling through FNA is considered to be a more accurate 
technique than conventional imaging for small lesions. Given the high expression of 
STTRs in gastrinomas, gallium-68PET-scan should be always included in the 
diagnostic pathway of all NENs, including gastrinoma, in order to both identify the 
primary tumor and to stage the disease.

Regarding the treatment of the localized disease, the two milestones are represented 
by PPIs for symptoms’ control and surgery with curative intent. The role of surgery in 
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the treatment of gastrinoma has changed completely from the introduction of PPIs. In 
the past, total gastrectomy represented the sole effective treatment to treat ZES by 
removing the end-organ target of gastrin. With the use of PPIs, gastric hypersecretion 
was no longer considered a problem and surgical excision started to be proposed as a 
potentially curative therapy. Surgical removal of the primary tumor (and possibly its 
metastases) with curative intent should be, indeed, always performed. Unfortunately, 
the diagnosis is often made when the disease is too advanced for a surgical approach. 
The first step, again, is represented by syndrome control, based on PPIs, which are 
considered to be the drugs of choice for suppressing acid secretion. In order to achieve 
tumor growth control, SSAs constitute a viable option; studies specifically focused on 
advanced gastrinomas are scanty and often retrospective, however, according to data 
from the literature, treatments for the advanced disease are super-imposable to other 
NENs and include targeted therapies, chemotherapy, and PRRT. As there is a need for 
both a proper medical treatment for symptom’s relief and a surgical procedure 
whenever feasible with curative intent, the multidisciplinary approach, with close 
cooperation between clinicians and surgeons, remains the cornerstone for proper 
management of this composite disease. Due to the risk of overlapping ZES with other 
GI common disorders, referral to tertiary centers with great expertise in the neuroen-
docrine field is mandatory.
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