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Detection and quantification of beta cells by PET imaging: why clinical
implementation has never been closer
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Abstract
In this issue of Diabetologia, Alavi and Werner (https://doi.org/10.1007/s00125-018-4676-1) criticise the attempts to use
positron emission tomography (PET) for in vivo imaging of pancreatic beta cells, which they consider as ‘futile’. In support
of this strong statement, they point out the limitations of PET imaging, which they believe render beta cell mass impossible to
estimate using this method. In our view, the Alavi and Werner presentation of the technical limitations of PET imaging does not
reflect the current state of the art, which leads them to questionable conclusions towards the feasibility of beta cell imaging using
this approach. Here, we put forward arguments in favour of continuing the development of innovative technologies enabling
in vivo imaging of pancreatic beta cells and concisely present the current state of the art regarding putative technical limitations of
PET imaging. Indeed, far from being a ‘futile’ effort, we demonstrate that beta cell imaging is now closer than ever to becoming a
long-awaited clinical reality.
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Abbreviations
CT Computerised tomography
PET Positron emission tomography

Introduction

In their commentary on the clinical study published by Cline
and colleagues [1, 2], Alavi and Werner criticise the use of
positron emission tomography (PET) for the imaging of pan-
creatic beta cells and put forward the argument that imaging of
native beta cells is not technically feasible using this approach.
They suggest that the research community should instead fo-
cus on efforts to image transplanted islets and beta cell mass in
individuals with hyperinsulinism.

The arguments given by Alavi and Werner regarding the
technical limitations of radiotracers and PET scanning [2] do
not reflect the technical progress achieved in the field in the
last decade. Furthermore, and as discussed below, these au-
thors appear to have misinterpreted some of the publications
referred to in their commentary. Here, we not only counter the
statements regarding the technical limitations of PET, but also
highlight the tremendous scientific potential of beta cell im-
aging using this method. The ongoing efforts by the scientific
community that are aimed at in vivo visualisation of pancre-
atic beta cells are extremely relevant to the understanding of
the natural history of type 1 and type 2 diabetes [3]. Beta cell
dysfunction and loss of beta cell mass are the key pathophys-
iological factors in the development of type 1 and type 2
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diabetes. Currently, beta cell mass can only be reliably mea-
sured by in vivo quantitative imaging based on PET scanning,
and this could be combined with determination of beta cell
function by clinical tests.

Our knowledge about diabetes has shifted towards a het-
erogeneous disease model involving a combination of both
beta cell destruction and dysfunction. In this context, cellular
stress factors within the beta cell are crucial aspects in the
disease process (followed or preceded by autoimmunity in
type 1 diabetes). Clinical studies using beta cell mass imaging,
in combination with functional testing, would help us to de-
termine the type of individuals and the phase of disease pro-
gression in which beta cell mass is lost and/or beta cell dys-
function plays a prominent role [3, 4].

Here, we put forward arguments to demonstrate that PET
imaging is a powerful technology, which, at this point in time,
offers an optimal combination of critical characteristics that
enable the imaging of pancreatic beta cells. Furthermore, we
refer to developments in the field of PET imaging that will
further support the role of PETas a leading technology for the
imaging of pancreatic beta cells, as well as islet grafts.

Spatial resolution is not a primary issue
for beta cell imaging—chemical resolution
is the key to success

Alavi and Werner imply that beta cell imaging is a matter of
identifying and then counting objects that are smaller than
voxel size [2], which would indeed be impossible when faced
with poor spatial resolution. This argument may be true in
oncology, where identification of small objects such as, for
example, peritoneal tumour deposits or small lymph node me-
tastases, is the aim of imaging. In this case, spatial resolution is
a limiting factor. The aim of beta cell imaging, however, is not
to count beta cells/islets of Langerhans as dark spots on a light
pancreas.

The optimal approach to beta cell imaging is to rely on
detection of a signal that is specifically derived from the beta
cells (‘chemical resolution’) with no or very low signal from
the exocrine pancreas. PET is not only highly sensitive for the
detection of low molar amounts of radiotracers (several orders
of magnitude more sensitive than, for example, magnetic reso-
nance imaging) [5], it also offers reliable quantification of glob-
al radiotracer uptake [6–8]. For the concept of chemical reso-
lution, in addition to low background activity, very high uptake
in the target tissue is of great importance. Metabolic trapping,
i.e. trapping of a tracer molecule in the target tissues while it is
washed out of non-target tissues, leads to improved image qual-
ity. For example, this occurs when using radiometal-labelled
radiotracers, such as exendin derivatives [8]. When stating that
‘efforts to image targets that are dispersed within high back-
ground activity sites will fail’ [2], Alavi andWerner do not take

into account the concept of chemical resolution based on beta
cell-specific tracers with high uptake in beta cells and low
uptake in the exocrine pancreas [8]. Alavi and Werner criticise
the l imited specif ic i ty of [18F]f luoropropyl-(+)-
dihydrotetrabenazine (18F-FP-(+)-DTBZ) in this respect [2],
but this critique should not be generalised to other tracers that
are much more specific for the endocrine pancreas/beta cells
(such as hydroxy-tryptophan (HTP) or exendin derivatives) [8].

In line with this, it is surprising that Alavi and Werner
favour imaging of transplanted pancreatic islets using PET;
these islets are usually dispersed in the liver, an organ often
involved in radiotracer metabolism, which leads to high back-
ground activity and clearly represents a less favourable con-
dition than the imaging of pancreatic beta cells located in their
native site.

How do we quantify beta cell mass by PET?

For beta cell imaging, the organ of interest (i.e. the pancreas) is
large relative to voxel size. Any voxel in the pancreas may
contain no tomany islets. If there is high uptake of the tracer in
the beta cells and no or low background signal (chemical
resolution), the approach for quantification of a beta cell-
specific signal is trivial because the signal correlates with spe-
cific binding and would yield a quantitative estimate of target
density. If then the pancreas size is measured, the total beta
cell mass can be calculated based on pancreatic uptake and
pancreas size [8, 9]. The size of the pancreas, as determined by
3D imaging, ranges from 40ml to 150ml [10]. This represents
considerable inter-individual variation, but it is obvious that in
an organ of this size, and using current state-of-the-art PET
scanners (with voxel sizes of usually 2–4 mm [6]), the partial
volume effect will not have a relevant influence on the quan-
tification of the total organ-derived signal.

Alavi andWerner state that breathingwill lead tomotion that
prevents reliable quantification of pancreatic uptake [2]. This
statement does not take into account that breath-gating technol-
ogy has been introduced in PET imaging to correct for motion-
derived artefacts and that current state-of-the-art breath gating
significantly improves PET-based quantification [11]. PET im-
aging has been demonstrated to provide sufficient quantitative
data to allow reliable diagnosis and individualised therapeutic
interventions with excellent results [12].

Literature has been misinterpreted

In their commentary [2], Alavi andWerner state ‘we hope that
by continuing to communicate our views on this subject
(which are shared by others)’, the scientific community will
abandon attempts to image endogenous pancreatic islets by
PET. They support this strong statement using a reference
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from some of the authors of the present commentary [8]. In the
paper they refer to, we critically discuss the current status of
radiotracer imaging of beta cells by PET and suggest how to
proceed to validate existing tracer molecules. In no way did
we suggest that beta cell imaging by PET is not feasible. On
the contrary, and for the reasons described above, we strongly
support the idea that PET is, at this point in time, the most
promising technology for efficient in vivo imaging of beta
cells. Although we critically discussed the limited specificity
of dihydrotetrabenazine (DTBZ) tracers in this paper [8], we
also clearly stated that other tracers provide better specificity.
In addition, we do not believe that critical discussion of radio-
tracers targeting the tau protein [13] should be used to support
the statement that current radiotracers are not specific or will
not work for beta cell imaging. Tau protein imaging follows a
completely different approach than imaging of specific
internalising receptors, which allows both specificity and an
extremely high target:background ratio through metabolic
trapping, as mentioned above. In other words, a specific prob-
lem faced when using one radiotracer does not extend to the
performance of other types of radiotracers, especially when
the targeting principles are fundamentally different. Some ex-
cellent examples of specific radiotracers that enable the imag-
ing of cells heterogeneously dispersed in a larger organ are the
translocator protein (TSPO) ligands, which bind to activated
microglia and astrocytes [14] for neuroinflammation imaging.

Conclusion

In conclusion, in our opinion, Alavi and Werner’s discussion
of PET imaging does not reflect the impressive technical de-
velopments in recent years, particularly following the intro-
duction of integrated PET/computerised tomography (CT)
systems. These improvements include widespread use of in-
tegrated PET/CT, as well as the introduction of PET/magnetic
resonance (MR) (enabling precise motion correction for im-
proved quantification), time-of-flight imaging and, most re-
cently, digital PET systems [6, 7, 15, 16]. The current devel-
opment of innovative technology to further improve the per-
formance of clinical PET scanners, namely innovative detec-
tor technology and optimised system geometries, is expected
to improve image quality in the near future, with spatial reso-
lutions as low as 1–2mm [6]. In addition, we expect that novel
beta cell-specific ligands (for example, those binding to beta
cell-specific proteins or highly specific protein splice variants)
will provide us with a choice of novel radiotracers [17, 18]. In
our view, and based on ongoing work by us and others, in vivo
imaging of human pancreatic beta cells is close to become a
clinical reality, which is also reflected by the number of ongo-
ing clinical studies using PET for imaging of beta cells that
can be found on www.clinicaltrials.gov (for example,
NCT03182296, NCT02542059, NCT03182231). Rather

than abandon this promising approach, we should redouble
our efforts to reach the point, hopefully in the near future,
where beta cell mass quantification may be included among
the clinical tests used to evaluate and follow-up individuals
with diabetes [3].
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