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Abstract
The neuropeptide somatostatin has been shown to control the secretion of several hormones and growth factors, but 

also to inhibit the proliferation of several tumor cells. Hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) is a leading cause of death all over 

the world due to very limited treatment modalities. Early reports showed that somatostatin may influence HCC growth, 

making somatostatin a potential therapeutic candidate. The introduction of somatostatin analogues with long half-lives 

has made this prospect feasible. In this review, experimental data regarding the presence of somatostatin receptors and 

their functional significance in HCC are presented. Potential mechanisms of direct anti-tumoral activity of somatostatin, 

including effects on tumor cell proliferation and apoptosis, inhibition of various trophic factors and angiogenesis are also 

reviewed, as well as indirect actions affecting liver fibrosis, inflammation and macrophage-associated innate immunity. 

Data on the use of somatostatin analogues for the treatment of induced HCC in experimental animals are presented and 

human studies of somatostatin treatment of advanced HCC are critically analyzed. Reasons and pitfalls for treatment 

failures are identified and indications for the proper use of somatostatin, either alone or as an adjunct to other modalities 

in future trials are proposed.
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INTRODUCTION
Hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) is the fifth most common cancer among men and the seventh among 
women, with approximately 600,000 annual deaths worldwide. It is the third cause of cancer-associated 
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death, after cancers of stomach and lung. HCC global incidence varies usually following the distribution of 
hepatitis B or C viruses. It is highest in China, eastern Asia and Africa (20-35 per 100,000 population) and 
low (< 5 per 100,000) in Northern Europe and the USA. Mediterranean and eastern European countries have 
an intermediate rate of 10-20 per 100,000 population[1-3].

In 1968, a hormone secretion inhibitory molecule was described, later cloned and named somatostatin[4]. The 
somatostatin (SST) protein has two active forms created by alternative cleavage of a single pre-protein: the 
14 amino acids SST14 and the 28 amino acids SST28, different only in potency but not in function[5]. It soon 
became obvious that SST had many potential therapeutic implications but the natural molecules had the 
inherent drawback of a very short half-life (less than 3 min) that made in vitro and in vivo applications very 
difficult. Therefore somatostatin analogues (SSA), namely octreotide, vapreotide, lanreotide and pasireotide 
were later synthesized to overcome the difficulty[6-8]. 

Extensive research resulted in identification and cloning of five somatostatin receptor (SSTR) subtypes 
(SSTR1- SSTR5) with two splice variants (SSTR2A and SSTR2B) for SST2. They are a family of transmembrane 
G-protein-coupled receptors and are encoded by separate genes on different chromosomes. All five receptors 
bind natural SST14 and SST28 with a high affinity. The synthetic analogues bind to some but not all receptors 
with varying affinity. Octreotide and Lanreotide have a binding affinity only for SST2 and SST5 while 
pasireotide binds to all receptors with the exception of SST4[9,10]. 

Several intracellular pathways are activated after binding SST or its analogues to the receptors leading to 
down-stream signaling and modulation of adenylyl cyclase (AC) (SSTRs 1-5), phosphotyrosine phosphatases 
(PTPs) (SSTRs 1-3) and mitogen activated protein kinase (MAPK) (SSTR4), as well as calcium and potassium 
channels and the sodium-proton antiporter[6,9,11-13]. 

Research data have made clear that somatostatin has several antineoplastic actions and could be used in 
clinical applications in various human cancers[14], including HCC. An extensive review has been recently 
published[10]. The present report will therefore summarize both experimental and clinical data on the use of 
SST and SSA in HCC.

EXPERIMENTAL DATA
There are many reports providing strong evidence that somatostatin may have an effect on HCC. Research 
is focused on the variability of SSTRs present in isolated cells and liver tissue, but also on functional aspects 
of the activation of these receptors.

SST receptors in liver cells 
Hepatoma cells
Hep G2 cells are the most widely used human hepatoma cell line in liver research. The presence of mRNA 
of only 2, 3 and 4 SSTR subtypes was demonstrated in these cells by Northern blotting[15] but inconsistent 
results have been reported.

Another report found that cultured HepG2 cells expressed all five SSTRs, at both the protein and mRNA 
levels, while HuH7 hepatoma cells lack SSTR3[16]. Using immunohistochemical staining, HepG2 cells were 
reported to display weak expression of SSTR2 and moderate levels of SSTR5. Hep3B cells showed weak 
expression of SSTR3 and strong SSTR2 and SSTR5 staining while HuH7 cells additionally stained positive 
also for SSTR1, but not SSTR3[17].

Our laboratory reported that HepG2 cells were found to express SSTR2, SSTR3 and SSTR5 receptors by 
RT-PCR. All these SSTRs were shown to have a mainly intracellular distribution with different individual 
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distribution patterns. Membrane binding sites for SST were mainly of the SSTR3 and SSTR5 types, with 
a weak SSTR2 binding[18]. Later, we demonstrated the presence of SSTR2 and SSTR5 in another hepatoma 
cell line, the Hep3B cells[19]. Importantly we have also demonstrated that HepG2 cells express cortistatin 
and we attributed the SSTRs internalization to the endogenous production of cortistatin[18]. Cortistatin is 
a 17-aminoacid peptide with high affinity to all somatostatin receptor subtypes[20]. Internalization of SST2 
receptors after octreotide administration has also been reported in neuroendocrine tumors[21].

Liver stellate cells (HSCs)
Activated rat hepatic stellate cells were reported to express SSTR subtypes 1, 2, and 3[22], while another 
report found all five SSTRs in HSCs, at both the protein and mRNA level[16]. Using a different approach, 
the expression of SSTR2, SSTR3 and SSTR5, but not SSTR1 and SSTR4, was demonstrated by confocal 
microscopy in rat HSCs. The mRNA expression level of SSTR2 was much higher than the other subtypes[23].

We have recently shown that quiescent HSCs (day 0 or day 3) do not express SSTRs by immunocytochemistry 
or western blot. However at day 7, SSTRs 1, 2A, 2B, 3 and 4 started to appear in some cells activated by 
adherence to plastic but only after day 10, all cells were positive for SSTRs 1, 2A, 2B, 3 and 4. Therefore, whatever 
the effect of somatostatin might be on these cells, it is not evident from the beginning of any experiment[24].

Kupffer cells
In contrast to HSCs, quiescent rat Kupffer cells were shown to express mRNA of SSTR 1-4. However 
immunocytochemistry identified only the presence of internalized SSTR 3 and SSTR4 receptors. Western 
blotting on the other hand detected SSTR2 and SSTR2a. Thus it seems that in quiescent cells the detection 
of SSTRs depends on the method used. Moreover Kupffer cells were found to express both somatostatin 
and cortistatin, a finding that may explain the internalized receptors. Stimulation of the cells with 
lipopolysacharide activated the expression of SSTR2, SSTR3 and SST4[25,26].

SST receptors in HCC tissue
Somatostatin receptors were identified in 41% of HCC in an earlier report on the presence of regulatory 
peptides receptors in HCC. These receptors showed high affinity for both natural somatostatin and 
octreotide[27]. This observation was verified and further extended. Cirrhotic livers and HCC expressed all 
five SSTRs both at the protein and mRNA levels, but normal livers were negative for all SSTRs[16]. Moreover, 
it seems that all HCCs do not display similar expression patterns for SSTRs. Expression rates as high as 
75% for SSTR5 and as low as 41% for SSTR2 were demonstrated while SSTR4 was absent. There was no 
correlation between SSTR expression and tumor stage or underlying liver disease[28]. Higher overall rates 
of all SST receptors were reported in both HCC and cirrhosis in a report from China. In contrast with the 
previous study, high expression of SSTR4 was also identified. The protein levels of receptors were markedly 
higher in HCC than in cirrhosis. Moreover there was a strong correlation of all receptors with serum AFP 
levels[29]. A high 67% expression of SSTR2 was also shown but there was no correlation with tumor molecular 
characteristics including tumor suppressor genes[30]. Very high expressions of SSTR1 and SSTR5 were also 
reported in a recent study of 41 liver biopsies[31].

On the contrary, a recent report from Germany found very low overall rates (8%-15%) of weak SSTRs expression 
in the tissue of patients with either cirrhosis or HCC. It should be stressed however that all but two of their 
patients had alcohol-related disease. This is important when therapeutic implications are concerned[17].

Thus, the available literature indicates variable expression of SSTR subtypes in both hepatoma cell lines and 
liver tissue from cirrhotic and HCC patients. This may be due to different methodologies, different etiologies 
of cirrhosis and HCC or different molecular events leading to HCC. Nonetheless SSTRs are expressed in a 
significant proportion of HCC and may therefore be a potential therapeutic target. This is further supported 
by functional data.
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Functional data
Early preclinical studies have demonstrated that both natural SST and its synthetic analogues exert an 
anti-proliferative effect in hepatoma cell lines[32,33]. In addition to proliferation, SSAs were shown not only 
to decrease cells in the S-phase but most importantly to induce apoptosis in a dose-dependent manner in 
HepG2 cells[15]. These effects on proliferation and apoptosis were verified and correlated with the presence of 
SST receptors in HCC cell lines. Apoptosis was significantly lower in normal hepatocytes[34].

In contrast with these studies, no influence of SSAs on either proliferation or apoptosis could be identified 
in another study. However the migration of hepatoma cells (HepG2 and HuH7) was significantly reduced 
after incubation with a selective SSTR1 agonist in Boyden invasion chambers. These findings may indicate a 
reduced invasive capability of hepatoma cells attributable to the presence of SSTR1[16].

Negative results on proliferation and apoptosis were also verified using a different cell line. Short-term 
octreotide treatment of Bel-7402 cells did not affect cell proliferation and apoptosis. The SSTR2 protein level 
was significantly decreased after exposure to octreotide[35]. Different results were very recently obtained 
using the same Bel-7402 cells. All SSAs tested increased cellular apoptosis but had no effect on cellular 
proliferation while the effect on SSTRs expression was variable[36].

However in vivo experimental data have demonstrated that SST significantly inhibits tumor proliferation. 
The same investigators, have convincingly shown that long-term SSA treatment effectively inhibited the 
development and growth of HCC and improved survival rates, possibly through resensitization and 
upregulation of SSTR2 and SSTR5[35,36].

A very interesting observation was reported by Xie et al.[37]. While octreotide significantly enhanced apoptosis 
on HepG2, no such response was observed in HepG2 cells transfected with the HBV X gene. Moreover the 
expression of SSTR2 and SSTR5 was reduced in these cells. This may have therapeutic implications. 

The role of HSCs/myofibroblasts in HCC has not been extensively investigated but early studies indicate that 
they favor tumor progression producing hepatocyte growth factor[38,39]. SST or its SSAs have been reported 
to influence hepatic stellate cells and indirectly the progress of HCC. Thus SST at nanomolar concentrations 
was found to decrease rat HSC proliferation and increase apoptosis[40].

SST caused a significant decrease of collagens I and III production by activated rat HSCs without reduction 
of cell proliferation thus implicating a direct action of somatostatin on HSC[41].

The effect of octreotide on cellular proliferation of isolated rat hepatic stellate cells was recently investigated in 
our lab. The drug had no effect on proliferation but strongly inhibited procollagen production from activated 
stellate cells. It also inhibited PDFG and TGFb1 dependent procollagen production probably through activation 
of phosphotyrosine phosphatase (PTP) and phosphoserine-phosphothreonine phosphatase (STP)[24].

Mode of action
Octreotide is effective in inhibiting growth of HCC in vivo and in vitro[42]. There are several potential 
mechanisms through which SST and SSAs might inhibit HCC progress.

Cell proliferation and apoptosis
Despite the negative results mentioned before it is accepted today that SST and SSAs have a direct 
antiproliferative effect on cancer cells via specific SSTRs. SSTRs 1, 4 and 5 modulate the MAP kinase 
pathway and induce G1 cell cycle arrest[43]. However, the cell cycle arrest mechanisms depend on the SSTR 
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subtypes involved and are not similar to all cell types. SSTR1 acts through the stimulation of the tyrosine 
phosphatase SHP-2, activation of the MAP kinase ERK pathway and induction of the p21Waf1:Cip1[44], while 
the SSTR5 acts through inhibition of guanylate cyclase, and MAP kinase ERK[45]. The cytostatic role of 
the SSTR2 has been connected to the modulation of ERK1/2 signaling pathway[46] and the activation of 
the phosphotyrosine phosphatases (PTPs) SHP-1, SHP-2 and PTPη. SHP-1 induces proapoptoptic caspase-
mediated signals and also causes apoptosis by activation of the NF-κB leading to the inhibition of the JNK 
anti-apoptotic effects. Activation of PTPη, dephosphorylates intracellular effectors such as the ERK and the 
PI3K/Akt pathways leading to upregulation of the cyclin kinase inhibitors p21cip1/waf1 and p27kip1. Cells 
are therefore accumulated in the G1 phase and cell proliferation is blocked[8,47]. pERK1/2 was inhibited in 
response to natural SST while receptor-specific agonist treatment caused a dual effect: inhibition at lower 
concentrations and activation at higher concentrations[48].

Earlier studies also pointed out that SSTR2, but not SSTR3, mediated induction of cyclin-dependent kinase 
inhibitors p21 and p27Kip1 leading to cell cycle arrest[49]. However, a recent report has shown that SSTR2 and 
SSTR3 co-expression strongly induced p21 and p27Kip1 expression and therefore had a cytostatic effect[48].

Inherent to the anti-proliferative effect of SST is the induction of apoptosis whether dependent or independent 
of p53[34,50,51]. Apoptosis induction is mediated by either the SSTR2 activation or the co-expression and 
heterodimerization of SSTR2 and SSTR3[48,52].

Caspase-mediated signaling pathways of octreotide antitumor activity in HepG2 cells were also reported from 
our lab. We have observed an interesting phenomenon that may have therapeutic implications. Measuring 
activities of various caspases and apoptosis in HepG2 cells we found that octreotide decreased proliferation 
only at concentrations of 10-8 mol/L, while lower concentrations increased proliferation, indicating that 
measurements of serum octreotide levels may be important, at least in clinical trials, to verify optimal 
therapeutic drug concentrations[53].

There are additional molecular pathways through which SST and SSAs increase apoptosis in a time and dose 
dependent manner in human hepatoma cells. Thus, they were found to increase expression rates of the Fas-
Fas ligand system leading to apoptosis[54].

Another intriguing mechanism is the facilitation of apoptosis by endogenous opioids. We have demonstrated 
in HepG2 cells that opioids inhibit proliferation and induce apoptosis. Since functional opioid receptors 
were not found on HepG2 cells we demonstrated that opioids bind to somatostatin receptors activating 
a PTP signaling cascade[55]. Interestingly, a native functional endogenous opioid system was recently 
described. Opioid growth factor (OGF) and its receptor were identified in hepatoma cell lines and in 
specimens from HCC. OGF inhibited tumor cell replication by inhibition of DNA synthesis without 
interfering with apoptosis[56].

Direct or indirect inhibition of various trophic factors associated with the progress of HCC
One of the most important systems involved in tumor progression is the growth hormone-insulin-like 
growth factor-somatostatin (GH-IGF-SST) system. Several components of this system have been shown to 
be regulators of hepatocarcinogenesis[57-59]. In particular over-expression of IGF1 receptor and decrease of 
IGF-binding proteins have been described in patients with HCC and hepatoma cell lines. Interestingly an 
increase of cathepsin D, an acid serum protease that cleaves IGF binding proteins, has also been described 
in HCC[60,61]. Many studies have evaluated the relation between increased levels of IGF1 receptors and liver 
diseases and the oncogenic role of IGF2 and its implication in angiogenesis, migration and, consequently, in 
tumor progression[62].
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Pasireotide, a somatostatin analogue with high affinity for all SSTRs except SSTR4, is a more potent inhibitor 
of IGF1 than octreotide[63]. It is noteworthy that the GH-IGF system is connected with the important role of 
Raf/MEK/ERK, one of the signaling cascades stimulated by IGF1R in experimentally induced apoptosis of 
hepatoma cell lines and possibly explains why the Ras gene is activated in 30% of HCCs[64] while its substrate 
RAF kinase is over-expressed in many HCCs[65]. The same pathway is activated by other growth factors 
known to be over-expressed in HCC like PDGF, EGF and TGFa[66,67]. 

SST also inhibits the secretion of other hormones (gastrin, glucagon, insulin) which have been shown to 
be trophic factors for cancer cells but their significance in hepatocellular carcinoma evolution has not been 
elucidated[7,68].

Direct inhibition in vivo and in vitro of angiogenesis
Neo-angiogenesis is a vital process allowing tumors to grow and metastasize[69]. The SSA octreotide was 
able to inhibit angiogenesis induced by HCC in vivo[70]. In nude mice with an implanted hepatocellular 
carcinoma, octreotide showed a strong anti-angiogenic activity[71]. Available evidence suggests that SSAs 
inhibit angiogenesis either directly through somatostatin receptors on endothelial cells or indirectly through 
the inhibition of vascular endothelial growth factor (VEGF) or via inhibition of adenylyl cyclase[7,72,73]. 
Recently, a combination of celecoxib and octreotide was found to have a potent anti-angiogenetic activity 
by decreasing the phosphorylation of the integrated signaling pathways of p-ERK kinase-HIF-1a (hypoxia-
inducible factor-1a)-VEGF[74]. This combination has been tried in hepatocellular carcinoma as analyzed in 
the relevant section.

Antineoplastic effect via immune modification - innate immunity
SST and SSAs may exert an anti-tumor activity through modulation of immune pathways. More data are 
required in this field[75-77]. Many studies have been focused on the effects of somatostatin on the innate 
component of immunity and in particular on inflammation and oxidative stress. Reduced secretion of 
reactive oxygen species by macrophages after incubation with SST has been reported[78]. More specifically for 
the liver, the amount of hydrogen peroxide released by Kupffer cells treated with SST was reduced compared 
to controls. Moreover SST also reduced production of nitric oxide and TNFa by Kupffer cells[79].

We have verified that octreotide reduces TNFa and NO production by Kupffer cells decreasing iNOS 
activity probably through an interference with phosphatidylinositol 3-kinase pathways. Like most, if 
not all cancers, HCC has an inflammatory component. SST may therefore inhibit the growth of HCC 
by reducing inflammation. In this respect we showed that rat Kupffer cells treated with octreotide 
produced reduced amounts of the pro-inflammatory cytokine IL-12 and increased amounts of the anti-
inflammatory IL-13[80].

Macrophages are deeply involved in HCC pathogenesis through other mechanisms as well. Myeloid 
cells, including tumor-associated macrophages (TAMs) have been identified in large numbers in HCC 
microenvironment and are often associated with poor prognosis[81,82]. 

During induction of HCC, there is an increased production of IL-6 and TGFb1 by macrophages leading to 
activation of STAT3 and progression of the tumor[83]. At the same time, predominant activation of STAT3 
leads to an M2 macrophage polarization[84]. M2 cells are involved in polarized Th2 responses and to tumor 
progression and immunoregulation[82]. TGFb1 production by Kupffer cells is reduced by octreotide in vitro, 
therefore the polarization of liver resident macrophages towards the M2 phenotype may be reduced as 
well[85]. We have also proposed that the antitumor effect of octreotide in HCC may in part be explained by its 
antiapoptotic effect on Kupffer cells. Using caspase3 mRNA as an index of apoptosis, we measured pro-and 
antiapoptotic molecules in Kupffer cells after incubation with octreotide. The increased apoptosis of cultured 
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Kupffer cells was reversed by octreotide as a down-regulation of pro-apoptotic and an early increase of anti-
apoptotic molecules were demonstrated[85].

Another important function of liver associated macrophages is mediated through the production of 
chemokines and their actions on their receptors. The co-operation of CCR2 bearing macrophages and T cells 
results in the clearance of senescent hepatocytes, thus preventing HCC development. In case of established 
HCC, however, recruitment of CCR2 positive macrophages leads to accumulation of suppressive TAMs 
resulting in tumor progression due to the inhibition of CD8 T lymphocytes and natural killer cells[86]. CCL2 
is highly expressed and is a prognostic factor in HCC. Inhibition of CCL2/CCR2 signaling suppressed liver 
tumor in experimental animals through activation of T cell anti-tumor response as expected[87]. 

CC chemokines and particularly CCL2 (MCP-1) are also involved in the progression of liver fibrosis[88]. 
Kupffer cells were shown to secrete large amounts of CC chemokines (MCP-1, Rantes) and CXC chemokines 
(IL-8, MIP-2) after LPS stimulation. Octreotide inhibited only CC chemokines but not CXC chemokine 
secretion, an effect mediated by PI3-kinase. Therefore inhibition by octreotide of CC chemokines and 
specifically MCP-1 will lead to reduced HCC growth both directly inhibiting the accumulation of tumor 
suppressive macrophages and indirectly reducing fibrosis. Whether modifications of macrophage micro-
environment influence HCC progression remains to be elucidated[89]. 

Strictly speaking, although hepatic stellate cells are not members of the innate immune system, they 
may participate in inflammation producing pro-inflammatory molecules[90,91]. Somatostatin inhibited the 
secretion of the pro-inflammatory cytokines IL-1beta and IL-8 from rat liver stellate cells[92].

Indirect anti-neoplastic effect through modulation of fibrosis 
Most HCCs are developed in a cirrhotic background. As mentioned before, SST has a profound effect 
on hepatic stellate cells reducing collagen I and III production and also procollagen production through 
activation of phosphotyrosine (PTP) and phosphoserine-phosphothreonine (STP) phosphatases without 
affecting stellate cell proliferation. A direct action of SST on stellate cells has been proposed[16,21].

Moreover SST may influence fibrosis through its action on Kupffer cells augmenting matrix degradation. 
Kupffer cells produce large amounts of MMP1 (the enzyme responsible for native collagen degradation), 
and lipopolysaccharide activation induces a significant early increased production of MMP1. Octreotide 
had a synergistic effect with lipopolysaccharide on MMP1 secretion. In addition lipopolysaccharide and 
octreotide, alone or in combination, induced a significant inhibition of the large amounts of TGF-b1 
produced by unstimulated Kupffer cells. Inhibition of TGFb1 implied that SST may also indirectly influence 
stellate cells and liver fibrosis[93]. Some of the anti-tumoral actions of SST have been reviewed[94,95]. Figure 1 
summarizes the cellular pathways of SST actions in HCC. 

In vivo animal data
In an earlier report, HCCs were developed after implantation of Morris hepatoma cells in rats. Partial 
hepatectomy enhanced tumor progress, but treatment with octreotide inhibited the growth of the tumor[96]. 
Similarly octreotide was shown to inhibit liver regeneration after partial hepatectomy[97].

Subsequent studies from China have corroborated these results using the nude mice HCC xenograft model 
and octreotide administration. Tumor weights were significantly reduced, the growth was inhibited and 
secondary primaries and lung metastases were also decreased. More importantly, survival of the treated 
animals was significantly prolonged[98,99]. Recent studies reported on the effect of a combination of a COX 2 
inhibitor with an SSA. They have demonstrated that the combination had an anti proliferative effect but 
most importantly it suppressed the metastasis of HCC in nude mice[100]. Moreover the same combination 
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significantly prolonged the survival of rabbits with experimental liver cancer previously treated with tumor 
arterial embolization (TAE)[101]. Treatment with octreotide and celecoxib after TAE, synergistically inhibits 
hepatic allograft metastasis by promoting tumor encapsulation and inhibition of angiogenesis[102]. 

Lanreotide, a long acting SSA, was used as a cancer chemopreventive agent in a series of animal experiments. 
Thus, lanreotide was able to decrease the size of diethyl- nitrosamine induced liver preneoplastic foci by 
inhibiting cell proliferation and increasing apoptosis. This was associated with a decrease of cyclin D1 and 
an increase of p27kip1[103]. Lanreotide also reduced the number of chemically induced HCCs and significantly 
decreased fibrosis and the level of angiogenic factors[104,105]. In another animal model, albino mice developed 
HCC by injection with diethyl-nitrosamine. The administration of octreotide alone or in combination with 
a plant extract prevented malignant transformation. This effect was associated with a substantial reduction 
of oxidative stress observed in the control animals[106]. 

A rather intriguing finding was recently reported in rats with a high fat diet induced obesity. Octreotide 
increased hepatic glucogenesis associated with increased glucose synthase and decreased fasting blood 
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a swift from M2 polarization in Kupffer cells may also help in the final effect



glucose. More importantly, octreotide significantly reduced liver steatosis in obese rats. If confirmed, 
these results may justify the use of octreotide as a preventive measure of HCC in non alcoholic fatty 
liver disease[107].

These experimental preclinical data indicating anti-proliferative and anti-metastatic effects of SSAs in HCC, 
supported the initiation of clinical studies in patients with HCC.

CLINICAL DATA
Favorable data 
For the first time octreotide was used for HCC treatment by our group in a randomized controlled trial of 
58 mostly Okuda II and III patients. Subcutaneous octreotide almost doubled survival while treated patients 
clearly had a lower hazard of death (0.383), in the multivariate analysis.

We confirmed these results later in a non randomized trial with long-acting analogues where the relative risk 
of death of the untreated patients was 2.7 (95% CI: 1.4-5.3) compared to the treated patients. Approximately 
40% of tumors either regressed (10%) or remained stable (30%), a figure similar to the overall reported 
expression of somatostatin receptors as mentioned before. Moreover patients retained their appetite, a 
satisfactory body weight and sense of well being even if tumors were radiologically progressing. The etiology 
of HCC in our group was related to viral hepatitis in over 90% of cases[108,109]. We have pointed out that 
somatostatin is not a rescue drug and the survival benefit is significant in the Kaplan-Meier survival curves 
only after 6 months of treatment. Moreover we observed that HCCs whose etiology was alcoholic cirrhosis 
were less responsive, particularly in patients who continued drinking[18].

In an uncontrolled study of 21 patients, lanreotide caused a 43% response, similar to ours (one tumour 
regressed and 8 were stable, despite the fact that no patient had SSTRs on octreotide scintigraphy). Five 
patients (24%) had a decrease in serum-AFP levels by at least 30%[15]. A similar uncontrolled study of 
mostly viral HCC cases reported that octreotide improved survival time in non-cirrhotic patients. It 
should be noted however that 40% of the cirrhotics were Child Pugh C stage and that most of them died 
before 6 months[110].

Another Greek group also reported that octreotide doubled survival in a randomized trial of patients with 
HBV or HCV related HCC who had detectable SSTRs on 111Indium octreotide scintigraphy. By contrast 
SSTRs negative patients had no survival benefit. Again the Kaplan-Meier curve showed that the benefit was 
significant after approximately 6 months of treatment[111].

In a controlled trial from China, a combination of tamoxifen and octreotide was compared to conventional 
chemotherapy. In the octreotide arm, a complete response or partial response was found in 43% of patients 
and survival was also doubled compared to chemotherapy[112].

A controlled study from Pakistan in reported tumor regression in 45.4% of patients with HCV related HCC, 
while alpha fetoprotein reduction was noticed in 50%. Significant survival benefit and improvement of 
quality of life were also found[113]. A seemingly negative small observational study on patients with advanced 
HCC has been reported from the USA. The median survival was only 4.5 months. However, 6/22 patients 
(27%) survived for more than 10 months and most interestingly these were patients of Asian descent with a 
history of HBV infection[114]. 

In a retrospective controlled study of 95 patients on octreotide (57% viral etiology and 43% alcoholics), 
survival rates of patients with Barcelona classification stage B were significantly higher (22.4 months), 
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compared to patients who received palliative care only (2.9 months). Patients with BCLC stage A had also 
higher survival (31.4 months) compared to palliative care (15.1 months) but this was not significant due to 
small number of patients in this group[115]. 

In addition to these data there have been two case reports of HCC patients of viral etiology who responded 
with complete regression of the tumor with either lanreotide or long-acting octreotide[116,117]. Recently a case 
of HBV-associated HCC with SSTR2 overexpression and metastases in the lung and mediastinal lymph 
nodes detected 17 months after left hepatectomy was described. Treatment with lanreotide 30 mg twice a 
month resulted in a significant size reduction of the mediastinal nodes and complete disappearance of the 
lung nodes. This objective response lasted for 42 months[118].

A randomized study of fairly advanced HCC compared treatment with either octreotide alone or in 
combination with rofecoxib. Survival in both groups was significantly associated with baseline serum VEGF 
and IGF1 levels[119]. 

Two large recent trials from China highlighted the significance of the presence of SSTR2 and SSTR5 for the 
response to SSAs. Importantly these were studies on early-stage HCC and treatment was administered after 
resection of the primary tumor. In the study by Li et al.[120], 76 patients with operable HBV-related HCC were 
divided into two groups according to SSTR2 and 5 expression profiles. The mean survival time was longer in 
the high SSTR2/5 expression group. Similar results were reported in another study of 99 HBV-related HCC. 
Recurrence rate and survival were significantly higher in patients with high expression of SSTR2[121]. Both 
studies concluded that the expression profile of SSTRs can be used as an independent prognostic factor.

There have been interesting results when SSAs were compared to transarterial chemoembolization (TACE) 
or radiofrequency ablation (RAF) or were given in combination with TACE or sorafenib.

In an earlier report of a prospective non-randomized study from Germany, 41 patients were treated with 
octreotide and compared for survival to another group of patients treated with TACE. A median survival 
of 571 days was found in the octreotide group, similar to the TACE group[122]. This was confirmed later in 
a larger randomized trial where, octreotide treatment had a similar outcome compared to patients who 
received TACE or multimodal therapy[115].

In an observational study, a combined approach of RAF followed by octreotide was adopted for treatment 
of viral-associated HCCs, mostly Child A and Child B (60% and 34% respectively). All patients had multiple 
liver HCC nodules; 14% had complete or partial tumor regression and a clinical benefit was evident in 80%. 
Mean survival was 31.4 months. Serum VEGF was significantly correlated with response[123].

In a different setting, 147 patients diagnosed with HCC suitable for TACE received 2-4 TACE procedures; 84 
patients received an additional heparin plus octreotide combination and 63 patients were given only heparin 
and served as the controls without randomization. They reported a significant reduction in the incidence of 
tumor metastasis within a year of follow-up post-TACE, in the combination treatment[124]. 

In a recent randomized study from China, 71 patients with mostly viral associated HCC, BCLC stages B and 
C were assigned to either TACE (n = 35) or TACE plus celecoxib plus octreotide (n = 36) and were followed 
up for 3 years. The median overall survival of the TACE + C + L group of 15.0 months was twice as much 
compared to that of the TACE group (7.5 months) and the survival benefit was very significant for both 
BCLC stage B or C. Equally significant was the improvement in the quality of life in favor of octreotide. 
Post-embolization syndrome was also significantly lower in the octreotide group[125]. 
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The results of the combination of octreotide plus sorafenib were reported in a prospective non controlled 
phase II study of advanced viral associated HCC (mostly HCV), Child-Pugh A or B; 10% of patients achieved 
partial response and 66% had stable disease with a median survival of 12 months. The combination was well 
tolerated[126].

Further work from the same group has shown that responders had a significant decrease of reactive oxygen 
species in the peripheral blood mononuclear cells and this reduction was enhanced when octreotide was 
added to sorafenib. A 50% pERK activity reduction was observed in responders compared to an 80% increase 
in non responders. Sorafenib induced a 40% increase in serum NO and this was further increased after 
octreotide[127]. Whether SSAs offer any advantage as an addition to sorafenib remains to be established.

Unfavorable data
A retrospective observational non controlled study found no evidence of survival benefit in 63 patients 
(40% alcoholics)[128]. The first negative randomized controlled study was reported by Yuen et al.[129]. It has 
been heavily criticized by us and many others, because the selected patients had a very short survival of 
1.9 months in the control group (n = 35) vs. 2 months in the octreotide group (n = 35) indicating that 
most patients belonged to BCLC stage D. In fact 21/35 patients received either none or just one long-acting 
octreotide injection[130].

A non-randomized subsequent study found limited beneficial response after octreotide administration. 
However, 4 patients (6%) did not receive any octreotide because their disease progressed so rapidly they were 
unable to start treatment. These patients were included in the survival analysis; 5% received 1 dose, 19% 2 
doses, 16% 3 doses and 16% 4 doses. Additionally, from the 30 patients surveyed, 6 were not enrolled due to 
intolerance to the test dose. The selection of patients also raises some questions. A significant number (50%) 
had vascular thrombosis (extent is not specified) and 13% had metastatic disease. It should be noted that 
among the 14 patients who received treatment of more than 3 months, 50% were judged to be stable, which 
is in accordance to virtually all previous results[131,132].

Another open-label study of 63 patients (22% alcoholics) reported little anti-cancer activity and a median 
survival of 8 months. However, the reason for stopping treatment was disease progression or toxicity and 
therefore assessment of survival was not really feasible[133].

A randomized controlled study compared the effect of tamoxifen (control group) with tamoxifen plus 
octreotide in 109 patients (52.4% alcoholics) and reported no survival benefit. Again the median survival 
of the treatment group was only 3 months and 44% of patients received only 1-3 injections. Moreover the 
median survival in Child-Pugh A patients was only 6 months[134].

The HECTOR study, a randomized double-blind placebo-controlled multicenter trial of 120 patients, showed 
no survival benefit for octreotide compared to placebo, with a median survival of 4.7 and 5.3 months 
respectively. Quality of life was also unaffected. However 52% of the treatment group had alcoholic cirrhosis 
and at 6 months the survival rate was only 40%[135]. 

Similarly negative were the results from another multicenter randomized placebo controlled study. But again 
50% of the randomized patients had alcoholic cirrhosis[136]. A recent everolimus plus pasireotide open-label 
study of 26 patients (BCLC stage C 88%, and > 60% alcoholics) also gave negative results with a median 
survival of 6.7 months. However the reason for treatment discontinuation was disease progression and not 
death. Treatment was administered for only a median of two 28-day cycles. Yet, 10/22 evaluable patients had 
stable disease as best response[137].
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A seemingly not favorable open label trial of twenty patients (all HBV or HCV) treated with pasireotide was 
recently reported. 90% had prior therapy, 75% had BCLC stage C, and 55% had metastatic disease. Despite 
this, a stable disease in 9 patients was demonstrated (45%), and the median survival was 9 months[138].

The situation is possibly clarified from a Chinese meta-analysis of approximately 800 patients from 9 trials. 
The 6- and 12-month survival rates in the octreotide group were significantly higher than those of the control 
group (6-month: RR 1.41, 95% CI: 1.12-1.77, P = 0.003; 12-month: RR 2.66, 95% CI: 1.30-5.44, P = 0.008) but 
this was not the case when only western studies were analyzed[139]. This meta-analysis vividly describes that 
there is a discrepancy in results between China (and in that regard Greece) and Western countries. This is 
also evident from the analysis presented in this review.

One possible explanation for the negative results is the tachyphylaxis through which SSTRs are internalized 
upon prolonged exposure of tumors to somatostatin analogues. However there is evidence that resensitization 
may occur[35]. In addition the expression profile of receptors is variable among tumors. Also production of 
endogenous cortistatin may further affect the expression and internalization of the receptors[95].

Serum levels of octreotide may also be a critical parameter in HCC response. As mentioned before 
octreotide decreased proliferation only at concentrations of 10-8 mol/L, while lower concentrations increased 
proliferation, making drug serum levels an important parameter at least in clinical trials[53]. However, these 
possible resistance mechanisms cannot explain the differences between the East (and Greece) and the West.

A critical evaluation of the reported studies offers potential explanations for the discrepancies. First, as we 
pointed out, the survival benefit is evident only in patients that live long enough to have a treatment period 
of more than 6 months. Somatostatin is not a magic bullet and the potential molecular pathways of its action 
require some time to produce measurable results. The second explanation is very important. Practically all 
negative western studies recruited a large number of alcoholic cirrhosis (between 25% and 60%) reflecting the 
etiological background of their population. In contrast, Chinese studies have almost exclusively recruited viral 
cirrhosis in accordance with cirrhosis etiology in their population. The same was true in the original Greek 
studies. It was our impression that our few alcoholics did not respond equally well to somatostatin particular 
those that do not abstain from alcohol. This critical point is not mentioned in any of the negative papers. As 
mentioned before, a very recent report from Germany found very low rates of weak expression of SSTRs in 
liver tissue from alcohol related HCC patients[17]. Only two of their patients had virus-related HCC.

CONCLUSION
Selection of patients is critical in any study of HCC treatment[18,130,132]. It seems that SST is suitable for patients 
with viral cirrhosis ideally after identification of the expression on the tumor of SSTR2 and 5, either with 
scintigraphy or even better by immunofluorescence after a liver biopsy. Eligible patients are those classified 
as BCLC stage B or C[140] which is the same indication with TACE and possibly sorafenib. Patients with 
alcoholic cirrhosis-related HCC may be treated as those in BCLC stage B, but the response will be limited. 
In that respect it is tempting to use SST as an adjunct to TACE.

Finally, it would be interesting in future to see if there are additional differences between viral and alcoholic 
related HCC like differential expression of receptors or production of trophic factors. In a recent study an 
increase of serum IGF2 level was reported to be associated with the occurrence of HCC metastasis after 
TACE and octreotide, as metastatic foci were found in 97% when IGF2 was increasing in contrast to only 
13.6% of patients with an IGF2 decrease[141]. In the context of the previous discussion, it should be noted that 
the expression of IGF2 in HCC was strongly associated with HBV infection[142]. 
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