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Letter to the editor

Immunotherapy is a preferred option for oral cancer patients during COVID-19 pandemic?

Dear Editor,

Currently, the outbreak of coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-2019)
has become the chief public challenge for many countries across the
world. COVID-2019 is caused by the severe acute respiratory syndrome
coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) with high infectivity [1]. By 2th of June
2020, more than six million individuals were confirmed, with 376,320
deaths [2]. To control and defeat the pandemic of COVID-2019, some
strategies are advisable, which include isolation, social distancing and
hand hygiene [3,4]. In addition, treatment modalities for oral cancer
have to be prudentially modified during this special period (Table 1). In
the article published in your journal, experts have recommended tem-
porarily postponed surgery for oral cancer patients, when nonsurgical
treatments are equivalent to surgery [4,5].

In this scenario, radiotherapy with or without concomitant che-
motherapy ((C)RT) plays an important role in treating oral cancer.
Chemotherapeutic medicines often include platinum, paclitaxel, fluorour-
acil and others in clinic, which have been demonstrated the curative intent
in preserving organs [6,7]. However, these cytotoxic medicines could kill
both cancer cells and normal human cells, leading to adverse events such as
diarrhea, myelosuppression and immune suppression etc [8,9]. And pa-
tients experienced (C)RT become more susceptible to infection of virous
such as SARS-CoV-2, though N95-respirators and other personal protective
equipment may protect them from COVID-2019 infection [10].

Immune checkpoint inhibitors (ICIs), especially programmed death
1(PD-1)/ programmed death ligand 1(PD-L1) inhibitors, has achieved
great progression in treating head and neck cancers during recent
decades. As one of PD-1 inhibitors, pembrolizumab has shown the su-
perior effectivity and safety in treating head and neck squamous cell
carcinoma (HNSCC) than standard chemotherapies, with median
overall survival 8.4 months versus 6.9 months (P＜0.01)[11]. Nivo-
lumab also has been demonstrated to improve survival of refractory
HNSCC patients compared with standard single-agent therapy [12].
Based on above randomized controlled clinical trials, pembrolizumab
and nivolumab have been approved by Food and Drug Administration
(FDA) to treat patients with recurrent or metastatic HNSCC [11,13].

Considering clinical benefits of immunotherapy, we hypothesized
that ICIs might be a better option than conventional chemotherapies,
when oral cancer patients require to make a delicate balance between
cancer treatment and COVID-2019 prevention [14]. It is well-known
that acquired immunity plays a decisive role in defending against car-
cinoma and virus infection, which involves subgroups of T lympho-
cytes. Regulatory T cells (Treg cells) are CD4+ T cells, and function as
the effectors of immunosuppression by producing IL-10 or express PD-
1/PD-L1 [15–17]. Thus, PD-1 blockade could inhibit the suppressive
function of Tregs and improve immunocompetence of oral cancer pa-
tients against COVID-2019 infection [18]. In addition, PD-1/PD-L1 in-

hibitors may be effective in patients initially infected by COVID-2019. It
reported that progression of COVID-2019 involves different subsets of
‘exhausted T cells’(Tex) [15]. Compared with Tex at advanced stage,
Tex at early stage are obviously responsive to PD-1 blockade. Besides,
the expression of PD-1 was significantly increased, when COVID-2019
patients deteriorated to severe symptoms requiring intensive care. Ap-
parently, PD-1 has close contact with the pathogenesis of COVID-2019,
which indicating the possible efficacy of PD-1/PD-L1 inhibitors in
treating COVID-2019 patients at early-stage. However, receiving PD-1/
PD-L1 inhibitors may cause lung toxicity, which further exacerbate
pneumonia caused by COVID-2019. The incidence of lung toxicity as-
sociated with PD-1/PD-L1 inhibitors ranges from 2% to 4% in HNSCC
patients [9,19]. Though the incidence low, lung toxicity remains the
most fatal adverse event associated with PD-1/PD-L1 inhibitors.
Therefore, the possible overlap between immuno-related lung toxicity
and COVID-2019 related pneumonia should be considered, especially
when oral cancer patients receiving PD-1/PD-L1 inhibitors. Taken to-
gether, immunotherapy such as PD-1 inhibitors might be preferred in
oral cancer patients with or without COVID-2019 infection, and treat-
ment-related lung toxicity ought to be cautiously considered. This hy-
pothesis remained to be validated or refuted by informative data in
future, and the appropriate intervention for oral cancer patients should
be judged after evaluating personal condition.

In conclusion, the COVID-2019 outbreak has involved over 200
countries across the world, and posed tremendous challenge to the
treatment of oral cancer patients. On one hand, oral cancer patients are
vulnerable to COVID-2019 infection, owing to the immunosuppress
caused by disease progression or received treatment. On the other hand,
temporary deferred treatment for oral cancer patients may result in
more intensive surgery and worse outcomes. In this scenario, whether
to postpone treatment for oral cancer patients should be decided by
evaluating the risk of infection and risk of death after treatment.
Considering the close relationship between PD-1 and COVID-2019 in-
fection, immunotherapy such as PD-1 inhibitors might provide an al-
ternative for oral cancer patients, which requires to be validated in
future.
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Table 1
Status and strategies for oral cancer patients during COVID-2019 pandemic.

Status Strategies

1. Be more susceptible to COVID-2019 infection. 1. Social distance, hand hygiene and supplement of nutrition in daily life.
2. Be more vulnerable to adverse complication associated with COVID-

2019.
2. Reduce hospital visits and appropriate protective equipment such as medical mask etc.

3. Lack of medical resources to protect patients from COVID-2019
infection.

3. Replace surgery with (C)RT or immunotherapy temporarily to slow disease progression.

4. Postponed treatments promote disease progression and poor prognosis. 4. Screen asymptomatic patients, reduce aerosol-generating procedure and record trajectory, when
surgery is urgent.

COVID-2019: coronavirus disease 2019; (C)RT: radiotherapy with or without concomitant chemotherapy.

⁎ Corresponding author at: The Affiliated Hospital of Qingdao University, Jiangsu Road number 16, Shinan District, Qingdao City, Shandong Province 266000,
China.
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