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Abstract

Small cell carcinoma is a type of highly aggressive poorly differentiated neuroendocrine tumor
that can arise from multiple organs, including but not limited to bronchial tissue, pancreas,
gastrointestinal tract, and genitourinary system. The most commonly studied type is small cell
lung cancer (SCLC) which carries the worst prognosis among lung cancers. After multiple
promising clinical trials, the National Comprehensive Cancer Network has recently added
atezolizumab and durvalumab in combination with platinum-based chemotherapy/etoposide to
the first-line treatment regimen for extensive-stage SCLC (ES-SCLC). Meanwhile, the
recommended treatment for extrapulmonary small cell carcinoma (EPSCC) remains unchanged.
In this review, we try to explore the role of immunotherapy in the treatment of EPSCC.
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Introduction And Background

Small cell carcinomas are poorly differentiated highly aggressive neuroendocrine tumors that
can arise from a variety of epithelial tissues, with the most common being the bronchial tree,
constituting up to 15% of lung cancers [1]. Primary small cell carcinomas less commonly
originate from the gastrointestinal tract, genitourinary system, skin, bone, and the
pericardium [2,3]. Extrapulmonary small cell carcinoma (EPSCC) are very rare but highly
aggressive tumors, with most cases presenting with widespread metastatic disease. Only 5% of
diagnosed small cell carcinomas are extrapulmonary, with incidence rate ranging between 0.1%
to 0.4% [4]. EPSCC is classified according to the Veterans Administration Lung Group (VALSG)
to a limited stage with a median survival of 1.4 to 3.5 years and an extensive stage with a
median survival of less than one year [5]. The staging for EPSCC is similar to that of small cell
lung cancer (SCLC), and the median survival is comparable [1].

New and promising advances in the field of cancer immunotherapy have changed the
management of multiple types of solid tumors, including SCLC, particularly immune
checkpoint inhibitors, as they have shown great promise in multiple recent clinical trials, such
as the CASPIAN trial (A Phase III, Randomized, Multicenter, Open-Label, Comparative Study to
Determine the Efficacy of Durvalumab or Durvalumab and Tremelimumab in Combination
With Platinum-Based Chemotherapy for the First-Line Treatment in Patients With Extensive
Disease Small-Cell Lung Cancer) that investigated the effect of adding durvalumab to the
standard therapy in patients with extensive-stage SCLC (ES-SCLC) [6], the IMpower133 trial (A
Phase I/III, Randomized, Double-Blind, Placebo-Controlled Study of Carboplatin Plus
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Etoposide With or Without Atezolizumab (Anti-PD-L1 Antibody) in Patients With Untreated
Extensive-Stage Small Cell Lung Cancer) that studied the use of atezolizumab in ES-SCLC as
well [7], the KeyNote trials (A Randomized Open-Label Phase III Trial of MK-3475 Versus
Platinum Based Chemotherapy in 1L Subjects With PD-L1 Strong Metastatic Non-Small Cell
Lung Cancer) investigating pembrolizumab in combination with chemotherapy for treatment of
different types of cancers [8-10] and the CheckMate 032 trial (A Phase 3, Randomized, Double-
Blind Study of Nivolumab Monotherapy or Nivolumab Combined With Ipilimumab Versus
Ipilimumab Monotherapy in Subjects With Previously Untreated Unresectable or Metastatic
Melanoma) evaluating the anti-tumor activity of nivolumab, that opened the door to several
subsequent CheckMate trials [11].

Review

Cancer cells have the ability to evade the immune system by expressing fewer antigens on their
surfaces or by downregulating the MHC class I expression [12]. More importantly, malignant
cells can also defend themselves from being attacked by T-cells through expressing what is
called immune checkpoint molecules. These molecules are part of a normal protective
mechanism and are upregulated in response to the cytokines produced by the activated T-cells.
This feedback mechanism is present to protect tissues from excessive inflammation through
suppressing T-cells [13]. This mechanism has become the target of the newly developed
Immune checkpoint inhibitors. Working on the inhibitory receptor/ligand combinations
between T-cells and tumor cells, such as the programmed cell death protein-1 (PD-1) and
programmed cell death-ligand 1 (PD-L1), and the cytotoxic T lymphocyte antigen-4 (CTLA-
4/B7) [14,15]. CTLA4 counteracts the activity of the T cell costimulatory receptor CD28 for
binding to the B7 ligand expressed on tumor cells and, therefore, CTLA4 functions as a negative
immune regulator. Similarly, the linkage between PD-1 on T cells and the PD-L1 on the tumor
cell surface inhibits T-cell proliferation, resulting in T cell function inhibition [16]. Multiple
monoclonal antibodies targeting PD-1 and PD-L1, as well as CTLA-4, have recently been
approved by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) for the treatment of several malignancies,
including SCLC, non-SCLC, renal cell cancer, urothelial cancer, melanoma and lymphoma [17],
These FDA approved monoclonal antibodies started with the ipilimumab (human IgG1 k anti-
CTLA-4 monoclonal antibody) in 2011, followed by the PD-1 inhibitors nivolumab,
pembrolizumab, cemiplimab, and the PD-L1 inhibitors atezolizumab, avelumab, and
durvalumab [18].

Among all small cell carcinomas, SCLC, being the most common, has been more extensively
studied and was the target of two large clinical trials that have led to revolutionary changes in
the first-line treatment guidelines for ES-SCLC after decades of stagnation [6,7]. Atezolizumab
[19], an immune checkpoint inhibitor that blocks the interaction of PD-L1 with PD-1

and CD80 receptors (B7-1Rs) [20]. And more recently durvalumab [21], a selective, high affinity
human IgG1 monoclonal antibody which impedes PD-L1 from binding to PD-1 and CD80 [22],
to be used in combination with standard-of-care chemotherapy, etoposide, and platinum-based
chemotherapy agent, as a frontline treatment for adult patients with ES-SCLC [6,7]. Meanwhile,
there has not been any new advances in the treatment of EPSCC. The current National
Comprehensive Cancer Network guidelines list multiple combination chemotherapy options for
the treatment of poorly differentiated EPSCCs including cisplatin/etoposide and
carboplatin/etoposide as first-line options. FOLFOX, FOLFIRI, and temozolomide with or
without capecitabine are also suggested. Judging by the shared histologic origin, similar
pathophysiology, and comparable clinical course between EPSCC and SCLC, is there a role for
immune check point inhibitors in the treatment of EPSCC?

To our knowledge, the treatment recommendations for EPSCC have been derived from single-
institution experiences or extrapolated from studies of SCLC [23], up until the recent approval
of atezolizumab or durvalumab in combination with a platinum agent/etoposide combination
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as a preferred first-line regimen for ES-SCLC, the NCCN listed similar first-line treatment for
ES-SCLC and ES-EPSCC, namely, cisplatin or carboplatin in combination with etoposide. In a
retrospective study from Kansas University that looked into the treatment regimen and clinical
response of 35 patients with primary EPSCC, 11 originated from the genitourinary tract,
including the bladder, kidney, ureter, prostate, and urethra. Ten originated from various
locations in the GI tract including the colon, rectum, pancreas, and esophagus. Six from the
female reproductive organs, including the cervix, ovary, and Bartholin’s glands. Five were
considered head and neck primary tumors from the base of the tongue, nasopharynx, maxillary
sinus, thyroid, and parotid. Three cases were deemed to be from an unknown primary source.
Forty-three percent of patients had metastatic disease at the time of diagnosis, the most
commonly used chemotherapy regimens included etoposide combined with either cisplatin or
carboplatin in 74% of the cases. The study revealed a dire five-month median survival for
patients with extensive disease [24]. In a similar retrospective study that analyzed the data of
120 patients with a diagnosis of EPSCC with variable origins, 30% of patients had extensive
disease, with a median survival of 0.7 years [23].

Role of PD-L1

In the recent clinical trial OAK that was conducted on 1225 patients with advanced non-
squamous non-SCLC comparing atezolizumab to docetaxel revealed that the response rate to
atezolizumab was better in patients whose tumors expressed higher PD-L1 levels. However,
patients who had tumors with below median PD-L1 expression still benefited from treatment
when compared to docetaxel. Moreover, overall survival improvement was noted in all PD-L1
expression subgroups, including those with low or undetectable PD-L1 [25].

In a clinical retrospective study done at the University of Massachusetts Medical cancer center
on 34 patients with EPSCC who had sufficient tissue specimens for PD-L1
immunohistochemistry analysis, patients who had limited disease the overall response rate in
the PD-L1 positive group was 80% versus 67% in the PD-L1 negative group. The median overall
survival for the PD-L1 positive group, regardless of stage, was 11.5 months versus seven
months for the PD-L1 negative group. Patients with limited-stage disease with positive PD-L1
staining had a median 53 months overall survival compared to PD-L1 negative patients with
limited-stage disease whose median overall survival was 15 months. Extensive stage patients
had median overall survival that was similar between PD-L1 positive and negative groups, four
months vs five months respectively, which was not statistically significant [26].

Few case reports were published showing good response to immune checkpoints inhibitors in
patients with ES-EPSCC. In a case of metastatic small cell carcinoma of the cervix in a 38-year-
old female who had failed treatment with chemotherapy was treated with nivolumab, which is
an immune checkpoint inhibitor that is specific for the PD-1 receptor. Despite the fact that her
tumor showed absent PD-L1 expression, Radiographic imaging demonstrated a decrease in the
size of all target lesions after two doses of treatment [27]. Another case reported a good
response to nivolumab in a patient with metastatic small cell carcinoma of the pancreas after
failing the first-line treatment with carboplatin and etoposide and failing treatment with
topotecan. Her scans showed a significant reduction in tumor sizes after four doses of
nivolumab [28].

Ongoing clinical trials on EPSCC

There are currently multiple ongoing clinical trials evaluating the effectiveness of immune
checkpoint inhibitors in patients with EPSCC mostly involving the male genitourinary tract, the
results of these trials are yet to be published. The active Phase II trial (NCT03866382) that
started on April, 12,2019 is testing the effectiveness of two immunotherapy drugs (nivolumab
and ipilimumab) with cabozantinib in patients with rare metastatic genitourinary tumors
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including small cell carcinoma of the bladder, this trial is expected to be completed in February
2023. Another clinical trial (NCT03910660) looking into the use of the new investigational drug
BXCL701 which is an orally-available systemic innate immunity activator, in combination with
pembrolizumab for treatment of metastatic small cell carcinoma of the prostate, this study is
expected to conclude in April 2022. A third phase Ib trial (NCT03582475) studies how well
pembrolizumab works with combination chemotherapy in treating participants with small
cell/neuroendocrine cancers of the urothelium or prostate that have locally progressed, or
metastasized to nearby lymph nodes or distant organs, this study is expected to report primary
results in September 2020. To our knowledge, there are currently no other trials involving
EPSCC of other tissue origins.

Conclusions

The small number of EPSCC cases and the wide variety in their tissue of origin creates a
significant challenge for designing prospective clinical trials. Conducting meaningful clinical
trials require a large cohort of cases that should ideally have the same tissue of origin; this
would require coordination with a large number of centers worldwide. And might take decades.
The mainstay of treatment of small cell carcinomas that are not pulmonary in origin remains to
be surgical resection, chemotherapy, radiation therapy, and/or neoadjuvant chemotherapy in
limited-stage disease and chemotherapy in extensive-stage disease. With the promising data
from clinical trials on SCLCs of pulmonary origin, and while we await the outcomes of new
trials targeting EPSCC, we have to ask, should the immune checkpoints inhibitors that were
approved for treating SCLC be used for the treatment of EPSCC until more data becomes
available.
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