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Thou sands of lives could be saved with a “prom ising” immun o ther apy drug that can cut the risk of an aggress ive form of breast can cer return ing by
more than a third, accord ing to “excit ing” res ults from a long-term global study.

Keytruda, also known as pem brol i zu mab, uses the patient’s own immune sys tem to �ght can cer. The drug works by help ing the immune sys tem recog -
nise and attack can cer cells, and is already used to treat lung can cer, skin can cer, blad der can cer and Hodgkin lymph oma. It is admin istered in a solu -
tion via a drip into the patient’s blood stream, with the num ber of ses sions depend ing on the type of can cer.
Now UK research ers have found that if given in com bin a tion with chemo ther apy before sur gery, and then again on its own after sur gery, it can stop the
dis ease com ing back in women with triple-neg at ive breast can cer, an aggress ive type of the dis ease. The �nd ings were pub lished in the New Eng land
Journal of Medi cine.
In the Key note-522 trial, women with early triple-neg at ive breast can cer, where the dis ease had not yet spread bey ond the breast and lymph nodes
(stages two and three), were treated with Keytruda in addi tion to stand ard chemo ther apy prior to sur gery, fol lowed by Keytruda after sur gery.
After a fol low-up period of more than three years, experts led by Queen Mary Uni versity of Lon don and Barts Health NHS trust found the risk of dis ease
recur rence was 37% lower in patients treated with the drug com bin a tion than in those treated with chemo ther apy alone.
“We had pre vi ously demon strated that the addi tion of immun o ther apy to pre-oper at ive chemo ther apy increases the treat ment response in patients
with triple-neg at ive breast can cer at the time of sur gery,” said study lead Prof Peter Schmid, of Queen Mary and St Bartho lomew’s hos pital. “We now
have long-term res ults demon strat ing that the com bin a tion ther apy sig ni �c antly reduces recur rences by approx im ately 37%, includ ing reduc tion of
sec ond ary breast can cer by 39%.
“This means that the cure rate for these can cers is sig ni �c antly increased. The estim ates are that, just in the US where this treat ment was recently
approved by the Food and Drug Admin is tra tion, this new treat ment may save as many as 10,000 lives per year.”
A total of 1,174 patients across 21 coun tries with pre vi ously untreated stage two or three triple-neg at ive breast can cer were recruited for the trial, which
was fun ded by the phar ma ceut ical com pany Merck Sharp & Dohme.
The cur rent stand ard of care for patients with early-stage triple-neg at ive breast can cer is chemo ther apy, which is typ ic ally used to shrink the tumour
before sur gery. More than 8,000 women in the UK are dia gnosed with this form of breast can cer every year.
“The risk of triple-neg at ive breast can cer return ing and spread ing to other parts of the body in the �rst few years after treat ment is higher than it is for
other breast can cers,” said Dr Kotryna Tem cinaite, of the char ity Breast Can cer Now.
“This prom ising new treat ment could pre vent more lives being lost to this dev ast at ing dis ease.”
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