
IMMUNOMODIFIERS
Enhancing our Body’s own Defences

The immune system is the body’s natural 
defence against abnormal cells. It is made 
up of a “team of players” working together 
in different ways to protect us from invasion 
by foreign substances or by seeking out and 
destroying abnormal cells. 

Therapies which enhance or boost the body’s 
immune system are called immunomodifiers. 
Some of the ways in which immunomodifiers 
act include “unmasking” cancer cells which 
are hiding from the immune system, blocking 
proteins involved in growing new blood supply 
to tumours, entering the cancer cell directly 
to cause the cancer cell to self-destruct, 
or “flagging” cancer cells as targets for the 
immune system.

BCRC-WA has been involved in three trials 
with immunomodifiers. Two studies involved 
drugs belonging to a family of drugs called PD-
L1 inhibitors.

One important member of the immune 
“team” is the “T cell”. T cells seek and destroy 
foreign or abnormal cells in the body. Normal 
cells have a protein called PD-L1 on their 

surface which stops the T cells from attacking 
them. Some cancer cells have large amounts 
of PD-L1 which allow them to “hide” from 
T cells. A PD-L1 inhibitor “unmasks” these 
cancer cells and allows the body’s T cells to 
attack the cancer cells. 

One of the studies involving PD-L1 inhibitors 
also included an immunomodifier which was 
a specially designed virus injected directly into 
tumours in the liver to cause the cancer cells 
to die.

While only a small number of patients 
participated in this particular trial here at 
BCRC-WA, one of our patients had the best 
response to treatment worldwide.

The third trial involved a monoclonal antibody. 
Monoclonal antibodies are designed to bind 
to substances on the surface of cancer cells. 
This particular antibody works to prevent the 
growth factor involved in tumours creating 
their own blood supply. This then acts to 
starve the tumour of nutrients and may also 
decrease the ability of the tumour to spread 
to other parts of the body.


