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Abstract
The use of liquid biopsies is a relatively new tool in diagnosis and management of 
gastrointestinal cancers and is actively being investigated. Liquid biopsies have 
become extremely popular in cholangiocarcinoma and pancreatic cancer research. 
With more prospective trials using this tool for early diagnosis, liquid biopsies 
may become an important part of cancer management.

Key Words: Liquid biopsy; Gastrointestinal cancer; Cholangiocarcinoma; Pancreatic 
cancer
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Core Tip: Liquid biopsies are a novel method to help physicians in the early diagnosis 
and management of various cancer subtypes. Due to the east of performance, cost-
effectiveness, and quick results associated with liquid biopsies, this technique will be 
integrated more into the treatment of aggressive cancer types such as cholangiocar-
cinoma and pancreatic cancers. More prospective clinical trials are needed to validate 
results on this tool.
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TO THE EDITOR
We read with interest a review by Rompianesi et al[1], who analyzed the current 
evidence present on liquid biopsy use in the diagnosis and management of patients 
affected with cholangiocarcinoma[1].
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Figure 1  The various uses of liquid biopsies in cancer management.

We agree with the authors’ insight that cholangiocarcinoma remains a dismal 
prognosis for patients, primarily due to the difficulty in diagnosis, minimal surgical 
resection options available, and high recurrence rates. The use of liquid biopsies in its 
various forms as a new biomarker is a novel technique in the diagnosis and 
management of cholangiocarcinoma and other gastrointestinal tumors due to its low 
risk, ease of performance, cost-effectiveness, and quick results. This is especially true 
when compared to other mainstay options of screening, diagnosis and follow up such 
as surgical or computed tomography-guided biopsy and various forms of imaging 
(Computed tomography, magnetic resonance imaging, etc.).

Because of the increased interest in liquid biopsy use in cancer management as a 
biomarker, there are currently over 1000 clinical trials (over 700 on circulating tumor 
cells and over 300 on circulating tumor derived DNA) listed in ClinicalTrials.gov 
concerning the topic[2]. We expect that even more will follow on detecting microRNA, 
proteins, cytokines, metabolites, and extracellular vesicles in most gastrointestinal 
cancers, including cholangiocarcinoma.

Liquid biopsies have reported sensitivities ranging from 38% to 100% in different 
cancers such as breast, prostate, colorectal and pancreatic[3]. Due to the need for fast 
and accurate diagnosis in aggressive cancer types (cholangiocarcinoma and pancreatic 
cancer for example), liquid biopsies offer clinicians a novel way to treat such diseases. 
Pancreatic cancer and cholangiocarcinoma rates have increased drastically over the 
past few decades, but 5-year survival rates remain at 5%-20% and 8%-25% respectively 
even with curative intent surgical resection and chemo/radiotherapy[4,5]. As such, 
innovative methods such as liquid biopsies are needed to increase survival odds by 
allowing earlier diagnosis and tracking new biomarkers preoperatively and postoper-
atively for surgical prognostication.

Liquid biopsies offer clinicians with insights on tumor biology, which might help in 
developing targeted therapies according to specific cancer pathologies. The uses of 
liquid biopsies are summarized in Figure 1. We believe this will be a key factor in 
future cholangiocarcinoma and other gastrointestinal treatment plans, especially in 
patients where surgical resection is not a viable option. These biopsies will be able to 
evaluate treatment response and provide “real-time” evidence of resistance to some 
chemo/targeted therapies.

We believe that liquid biopsies will become a crucial tool in the early diagnosis and 
management of gastrointestinal cancers, as is the case with cholangiocarcinoma. More 
large prospective clinical trials are needed to validate the results already present on 
the technique. More funding is needed to develop further this technique in order to 
increase the sensitivity and accuracy of liquid biopsy results.
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