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UPMC, Pitt to test 'revolutionary' breast
cancer vaccine
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MASSOUD HOSSAINI | TRIBUNE-REVIEW

Olivera Finn, an immunologist, speaks as Dr. Emilia Diego, a breast surgical oncologist, listens during an event at
UPMC Magee Womens Hospital in Pittsburgh on Friday, Aug. 11, 2023.

UPMC and University of Pittsburgh researchers will

test a vaccine to prevent breast cancer in what they

say is a revolutionary step in the fight against the

most common cancer in women.

The seed money — $100,000 — to launch the

clinical trial came from the Wexford-based

nonprofit, Glimmer of Hope, which was founded

with the goal of funding programs, treatments and

research targeting breast cancer, the organizations announced Friday.

Through the clinical trial, doctors will evaluate how well the immune system of

women newly diagnosed with ductal carcinoma in situ (DCIS) respond to the vaccine,

which will be administered along with the standard of care for early breast cancer.

Dr. Emilia Diego, a breast surgical oncologist at UPMC Magee-Womens Hospital, said

much of today’s medicine “with respect to breast cancer has to do with eradicating

disease that’s already there. But the pipe dream is to prevent it from even ever

happening to anyone.”

Overall, breast cancer is the most common cancer in women in the United States,

according to the National Institutes of Health. For women between 50 to 64 years of

age, the risk of ductal carcinoma in situ is as high as 88 per 100,000 women. Today,

20% to 25% of breast cancer diagnosed in the United States is DCIS, NIH stated.

Ductal carcinoma in situ “is not a cancer — it is a pre-cancer which has the potential

to become cancer,” said Olivera Finn, an immunologist at UPMC Hillman Cancer

Center and University of Pittsburgh. “When women are treated, often it’s surgery

and some other treatments. What we’re hoping to do is, when the carcinoma is

removed, we will give a vaccine that will prevent others from coming up, or if they

come up, it keeps them from progressing to invasive cancer.”

The trial will start with 10 patients who have been diagnosed with DCIS, also known

as stage zero, and expand to 50 patients. The process is expected to take three to

four years.

“This is a very revolutionary thing,” Finn said.

Over the last 20 years or so, cancer vaccines have been tested in a therapeutic

setting with people who already have cancer, Finn said. The primary tumor is

removed and in many instances it can return.

“We always had this hope that there was a window of opportunity where we can

strengthen the immune system to prevent the tumor from coming back,” Finn said.

“We’ve been only partially successful and we’ve known for a while the reason why.”

Once an invasive cancer is present, the immune system is severely compromised

and can’t recover, she said.

What this approach aims to do is bolster the immune system to keep the tumor at

bay, before it can harm the body’s immune response, Finn said.

Finn said this approach is groundbreaking because, in the past, vaccines have been

based on pathogens. Instead, this is targeted at a molecule that everyone carries,

but the tumors express it differently.

“The immune system can actually see that difference and our vaccine directs it to

see that difference.”

Finn said that previous trials have shown positive responses to the vaccine.

“We have great hopes that our women on our trial will have a very strong immune

response,” Finn said.

Dr. Julia Foldi, a medical oncologist for UPMC, noted that the treatments available

today are “not perfect and could cause a lot of side effects.

“There is a huge need to develop novel therapies,” she said. “Novel strategies that

are less toxic.”

Stephanie Ritenbaugh is a Tribune-Review staff writer. You can contact Stephanie at
sritenbaugh@triblive.comsritenbaugh@triblive.com.
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Oddities & Curiosities Expo brings its traveling
show of all things macabre to Pittsburgh
Monday, Aug. 28, 2023 | Tony LaRussa
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The traveling Oddities &
Curiosities Expo stopped
at the David L. Lawrence
Convention Center in
Pittsburgh on Saturday
with something weird for
everyone. The event ...

Pittsburgh 3D Prints finds home in Harrison City
storefront
Monday, Aug. 28, 2023 | Quincey Reese
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Matt Lockmer had no
plans to become a 3D
printing expert. But when
he received a 3D printer
from his partner, Amanda,
for Christmas in ...
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health care
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Ranked fifth in the country
by its size of seniors,
Pennsylvania is home to
over 2.2 million older
Americans. As the
population of seniors
grows ...

Most of young squad that helped Pitt-Greensburg
women's soccer to AMCC title returns
Monday, Aug. 28, 2023 | Chuck Curti
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Preseason polls, to some
degree, are the product of
reputation. They reflect past
performance as much as — or
perhaps even more than —
present ...

Steelers make 10 more cuts, including
Wilkinsburg’s Kenny Robinson, No. 4 QB Tanner
Morgan
Monday, Aug. 28, 2023 | Chris Adamski
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The Pittsburgh Steelers
continued to gradually trim
their roster down to the
NFL-mandated 53 by
Tuesday’s deadline by
releasing 10 more players
Monday. The moves ...

Bev-Freda Jackson: Mahalia Jackson's suggestion
during 1963 march resulted in majestic sermon on
an American dream
Monday, Aug. 28, 2023 | Bev-Freda Jackson
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Every now and then, a
voice can matter. Mahalia
Jackson had one of them.
Known around the world
as the "Queen of Gospel,”
Jackson used ...
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