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ESMO 2016 confirmed Immuno-
oncology (IO) as a promising 
development for the treatment of 
cancer. Numerous presentations in 
different tumor types supported this 
view. Additionally, the efficacy of 
new targeted therapies is 
developing rapidly and is showing 
encouraging results. We came back 
from the meeting surprised with the 
rate of innovation in oncology. We 
are also impressed about the 
dramatic increase of complexity and 
the dilemma for physicians to find 
the right therapy for a patient.  

We attended the European Society for Medical 
Oncology (ESMO) Meeting from October 7-11, 2016 in 
Copenhagen. International experts from different 
disciplines focused on finding treatment for cancer 
participated in the congress with 20522 attendees from 
134 countries. The presentations showed significant 
advances in the areas of Immuno-oncology and targeted 
therapies but also better understanding of the 
development of drug resistance during treatment.  

ESMO 2016 – Increasing number of choices for cancer 
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Immunotherapies well on their way to become the first treatment option 
Although still only a few types of tumours are targeted, results of clinical trials with 
emerging IO agents are encouraging. Merck’s Keytruda (anti-PD1) showed higher 
efficacy and lower disease progression than chemotherapy with a better safety profile 
in lung cancer (NSCLC). According to oncologists, Keytruda will be most likely used as 
first treatment option in eligible patients (around 25% of the patients with NSCLC). We 
were disappointed with the negative results of Bristol-Meyers’ compound Opdivo 
(anti-PD L1). Although it was known that the clinical study failed, we expected to see 
some indication of efficacy in some patient subgroups. The detailed results showed a 
more rapid progression of the disease in the treated patients when compared to 
chemotherapy in lung cancer for almost all type of patients subgroups studied. The 
key question going forward is if the combination of two IO agents such as for example 
Opdivo and Yerboy (PD1/PDL1 and CTLA4) which is the strategy followed by Bristol 
Myers and AstraZeneca has a superior efficacy in patients with NSCLC than the 
combination of IO and chemotherapy (strategy chosen by Merck and Roche). The first 
combination studies of IO/IO in NSCLC will be published in February/March 2017.  

Targeted therapies are the preferred alternative for many tumour types 
New innovative targeted therapies, such as the interruption of DNA repair 
mechanisms through agents called PARP inhibitors showed significant efficacy in 
ovarian cancer. While there is a drug of this class in the market, AstraZeneca’s Lynparza 
is approved in ovarian cancer for patients with a specific tumour mutant, the results of 
the studies presented by Tesaro were impressive. Its developmental drug niraparib 
works in a broad population in second line in patients that have been treated with 
chemotherapy in a first line before. Further studies with PARP inhibitors are ongoing in 
breast cancer, NSCLC and pancreatic cancer. We came back from the meeting very 
encouraged with the potential of innovative targeted therapies too. 

Earlier use of IO and targeted therapies could help against tumour 
evolution and drug resistance 
An important hurdle to overcome in cancer treatment is resistance. Tumours can 
mutate quite rapidly and become resistant to the treatment with one agent. For this 
reason, patients respond to the prescribed therapy during a relatively short period of 
time before relapsing. Numerous presentations at ESMO indicated an earlier initiation 
of the therapies with both IO and targeted agents in order to delay acquired resistance 
by reducing so called branch mutations. Branch mutations appear as an evolutionary 
response in the tumour and are associated with a more aggressive behaviour and poor 
clinical outcomes.  

Many new agents, more choices but also more questions for potential 
treatments 
Numerous speakers pointed to the difficulty of making the right choice for 
patients with different tumour characteristics in different stages of the 
disease and with different sequences of historical treatments. The fast 
development of IO and targeted therapies during the past few years, provides 
a significant number of data and medicines for the treatment of an 
increasing number of tumours. This increases the complexity of the treatment 
options and patient selection for different therapies. Most of the decisions are 
case by case discussions with the patient considering their needs. Studies in 
health economics presented at ESMO showed that society is willing to pay for 
better quality of life, not necessarily for overall survival rates, which is the 
primary endpoint most acknowledged by the regulatory agencies.  
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This document has been issued through Kieger AG and is for 
distribution only under such circumstances as may be permitted 
by applicable law. This document is for information purposes only 
and does not constitute an offer. Past performance is not a reliable 
indicator of future results. The details and opinions contained in 
this document are provided by Kieger without any guarantee or 
warranty and are for the recipient’s personal use only. All 
information and opinions contained in this document are subject 
to change without notice. This document may contain statements 
that constitute “forward looking statements”. A number of risks, 
uncertainties and other important factors could cause actual 
developments and results to differ materially from our 
expectations. Data source: Statestreet / Factset
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