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A B S T R A C T

Cancer immunotherapy is an innovative treatment for tumors today. In various experiments and clinical studies,
it has been found that immunotherapy does have incomparable advantages over traditional anti-tumor therapy,
which can prolong progression-free survival (PFS) and overall survival (OS). However, immunotherapy has
obvious complexity and uncertainty. Immunotherapy may also cause severe adverse reactions due to an over-
active immune system. More effective and fewer adverse reactions immunological checkpoints are still under
further exploration. This review gives an overview of recent developments in immunotherapy and indicates a
new direction of tumor treatment through analyzing the pros and cons of immunotherapy coupled with keeping
a close watch on the development trend of the immunotherapy future.

1. Introduction

Unlike traditional cancer treatments such as radiotherapy and
chemotherapy, immunotherapy is an innovative treatment that dyna-
mically modulates the immune system to attack cancer cells in multiple
targets and directions [1]. Immunotherapy is mainly used to strengthen
the immune system by regulating the immune microenvironment, so
that immune cells can attack and clear tumor cells at several important
nodes [2]. In combination with traditional anti-tumor therapy or mul-
tiple immunocheckpoint inhibitors (ICIs), most of the effects will be
significantly enhanced, but the specific situation remains to be further
studied. The research of related anti-tumor drugs is gradually dee-
pening, and the market and application of drugs are increasing gradu-
ally. At present, the gap with international research level is gradually

narrowing, which greatly promotes the development of tumor im-
munotherapy. This review introduces all aspects of immunotherapy in
detail, and analyzes the literature related to tumor immunity to reveals
the mysterious veil of immunotherapy.

2. Cellular immunotherapy for tumors

Immune cells can identify and kill tumors. By stimulating immune
cells and using the body's own tumor-specific immune response to
overcome tumor escape, immune cells can once again play a role in
tumor surveillance and clearance. Cell immunotherapy is now effective
in hematologic tumors, but due to the heterogeneity within solid tu-
mors and external microenvironment, the efficacy for solid tumors is
not as expected [3].
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2.1. Adoptive cellular immunotherapy (ACI)

ACI refers to the treatment of killing tumor cells by injecting im-
munologic effector cells modified and amplified by genes, which has
become a hot research direction and important means of tumor treat-
ment because of its strong specificity, easy preservation, and no drug
resistance. ACI can be divided into nonspecific ACI and specific ACI.
The immune cells in nonspecific ACI are activated by lymphocytes or
cytokines in the peripheral blood and have the ability to kill a variety of
tumors. However, due to poor tumor targeting and weak killing ability,
they are only used for adjuvant therapy. Immunologic effector cells in
nonspecific ACI include dendritic cells (DC), natural killer cells (NKC),
cytokine-induced killer cells (CIK), tumor-infiltrating lymphocyte (TIL),
lymphocyte activated killer cells (LAK), macrophages activated killer
cells (MAK), etc. The immune cells in specific ACI are induced by
specific tumor antigen stimulation and specific stimulating factors, in-
cluding TIL therapy, T cell receptor -T (TCR-T) and Chimeric Antigen
Receptor T-Cell Immunotherapy (CAR-T) [4]. The main effector cells
are CD8 + T cells and CD4 + T cells. This kind of therapy has strong
specificity, strong targeting, high lethality, small side effects, and no
drug resistance, so it can be used in some advanced patients or patients
with no response to other curative effects. TIL therapy is only used for
melanoma temporarily due to its difficulty in separating and collecting,
and CAR-T therapy is mostly used for blood tumor treatment [5].

2.2. NK cell therapy

NK cells are toxic natural immune cells whose surface is mainly
composed of activated killer activation receptors (KARs) and killer in-
hibitory receptors (KIRs). NK cells recognize that normal cells are
generally dominated by inhibitory receptors and avoid killing, while NK
cells can quickly respond to virus infection and tumor occurrence. Even
without an antibody, NK cells do not need to be activated to kill the
immune system and trigger an overall immune system defense and at-
tack. The killing effect of NK cells on tumor cells without MHC-1 re-
ceptor and tumor cells with up-regulated expression of activated ligand
was activated, especially for metastatic tumors and blood tumors [6]. In
addition, activated cytokines such as IL-2 and IL-5 mediate and promote
the activation of NK cells and antibody-dependent cell-mediated cyto-
toxicity (ADCC) mediates NK cells to recognize and kill antibody-coated
tumor cells. Newly developed BiKE and TriKE molecule could improve
the effectiveness of ADCC [7]. However, tumor cells still have the
mechanisms of inhibiting NK cells to achieve immune escape [8].
Firstly, tumor cells secrete MICA and MICB proteins, and relevant tar-
geted antibodies have been developed and achieved certain results,
eg.mAb 7C6 [9]. Secondly, tumor cells inhibit the identification and
killing of NKC by raising the expression of HLA-G [10] and binding with
the NK cells inhibitory receptor LIR-1 [11]. Thirdly, tumor cells secrete
and shed the soluble activated NKG2D ligand, which not only makes it
difficult for NK cells to bind to the NKG2D ligand on the tumors, but
also enables the continuous activation of NK cells near the tumor, re-
ducing the sensitivity of recognition [12]. Fourthly, inhibitory immune
cells such as myeloid-derived suppressor cells (MDSCs) and regulatory
T cells (Tregs) and other inhibitory immune cells can inhibit anti-tumor
activity of NK cells by secreting cytokines or by direct contact [13]. By
inhibiting NK cells inhibitory signaling pathways and activating NK cell
activation signaling pathways, or by combining targeted drugs to pro-
mote NK cells to reach the specific tumor site, the treatment of NK cells
on tumors can be achieved, thereby improving the anti-tumor effect and
reducing side effects [14]. At present, NK cells combined with immune
checkpoint inhibitors, NK cells combined with CAR [15] and NK cell-
based immunotherapy have emerged in medical research (Fig. 1).

2.3. Chimeric antigen receptor T-cell (CAR-T) immunotherapy

CAR-T refers to the chimeric antigen receptor T-cell

immunotherapy, which is efficient adoptive cell therapy. It mainly ex-
tracts the patient's body T cells through leukocyte reduction proce-
dures, and transformed into the surface CAR-T by genetic engineering
means, and then transferred to the tumor of patients to achieve tumor-
specific killing. The therapy has a high remission rate for tumors ex-
pressing CD19 proteins, such as B-cell acute leukemia and large B-cell
lymphoma. The drugs currently approved by the FDA include Novartis's
tisagenlecleucel-T (Kymriah) and Kite/Gilead's axicabagene ciloleucel
(Yescarta). Kymriah can be used to treat recurrent or refractory B-cell
acute lymphoblastic leukemia [16]. Yescarta works in relapsed or re-
fractory adult large B-cell lymphoma, but its associated side effects
include cytokine release syndrome (CRS) and neurotoxicity [17]. Al-
though CAR-T therapy can be formally applied to leukemia and lym-
phoma, not only with very few tumor-specific molecules, and inhibition
of immune environment and T-cell depletion is also strongly related.

There has also been great progress in the study of T-cell depletion.
The main direction is to control and inhibit T cell depletion, effectively
treat tumors and expand the beneficiary population [18]. a. The ab-
sence of TET2 protein can prolong the time of T cells in the central
memory state, prevent cell-targeted failure, increase muscle memory T
cell, improve perforated enzyme and granule enzyme levels, and im-
prove the effectiveness of CAR-T therapy and reduce the production
cost after the treatment of TET2 protein or gene through drug media-
tion or gene-editing technologies [19]. b. Nr4a transcription factors are
highly expressed in CD8 + T cells of chronic viral infection and cancer,
and can significantly improve the efficacy of CAR-T when they are not
expressed. In animal experiments, Mice in which CAR T cells did not
express Nr4a showed significantly reduced tumor size and prolonged
survival. Inhibiting Nr4a transcription factor expression in the future is
expected to be an important strategy to combat T-cell depletion [20]. c.
Epigenetic drug decitabine inhibits DNA methylation, acts on depleted
T-cells associated with epigenetics [21,22], enables depleted T-cells to
be reversed as long-lasting functional memory T-cells, inhibits the ob-
struction of depleted T-cells in immune system control infections and
tumors, and limits the efficacy of immunosuppressants [23–25]. In
addition, PD-1/PD-L1 immune checkpoint inhibitors can significantly
control tumor growth [26]. This method is also expected to be effective
in treating a variety of cancers.

3. Immune checkpoint inhibitors (ICIs)

The immune checkpoint is located on the surface of T cells or tumor
cells as the acting target for inhibiting the over-activation of T cells.
Inhibitory checkpoint protein under normal circumstances to prevent
autoimmune disease damage, but when encountering a tumor, it will
prevent T cells from approaching the tumor, weakening the ability of
the immune system to recognize and destroy tumor cells [27]. By using
ICIs, the immune response of T cells can be largely activated, and re-
establish the immune effect of anti-tumor (Fig. 2). A large number of
studies have used immunosuppressive checkpoints as one of the means
of immunotherapy, and the number of effective immune checkpoint
available for immunotherapy is enormous, but more specific sites are
still in exploring. ICIs efficacy is associated with biomarkers expression,
such as PD - L1 expression quantity, tumor mutation burden (TMB) and
microsatellite instability (MSI) [28].

3.1. Improve the curative effect of ICIs

Clinically, the effective rate of PD-1 / PD-L1 inhibitors is approxi-
mately 80 % in lymphoma, 60 % in high microsatellite instability (MSI-
H) tumors, and the efficiency fluctuates between 10 % and 30 % in
other common solid tumors [29]. However, immunotherapy not only
costs a lot but also may delay the disease if the treatment fails.
Therefore, improving the efficacy of ICIs to achieve precision anti-
tumor therapy is a major direction of immunotherapy research.

a. Detecting therapeutic response and prognostic biomarkers
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Fig. 1. The mechanisms of activation and inhibition of NK cells. NK cells are composed of KAR and KIR. The activation and inhibition signals of NK cells determine
their response to tumor cells. The mechanisms of NK cell activation include: (1) Reducing the binding of MHC-1 molecules to inhibitory receptor KIR. (2) Increasing
binding to activated antigens. (3) Immunosuppression signals were removed using ICIs. (4) ADCC mediates the recognition and killing of tumor cells. (5) Cytokines
promote the activation of NK cells. The mechanisms of NK cell inhibition: (1) Tumor cells up-regulate the expression of HLA-G and increase the binding to inhibitory
receptor LIR-1. (2) The bond between the tumor cell (NKG2DL) and NK cell (NKG2D) leads to downregulation of antibodies activity. (3) Tumor cells shed MICA and
MICB proteins to avoid killing. (4) MDSC and Tregs secrete cytokines to inhibit the killing effect.
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Fig. 2. The use of ICIs can enhance the body's immune resistance to cancer. In the immune microenvironment, tumor cells and other immune cells release cytokines,
such as CSF-1, TGF-β, adenosine, etc. Dendritic cells (DC) or other antigen presenting cells recognize cytokines. The ligand B7 on the DC recognizes the receptor CD28
on the T cells, activating cytotoxic T cells and promoting the proliferation and migration of T cells to tumors. Nevertheless, in activated T cells, the inhibitory receptor
CTLA-4 binds to B7 more easily than CD28, thus inhibiting the immune response of T cells. Activation of T cells was restored with CTLA-4 inhibitors. Activated T cells
act on tumor cells. The receptor PD-1 in T cells can bind to the ligands PD-L1 or PD-L2 in tumor cells, inhibiting the activation of T cells and the killing effect on
tumors. The use of PD-1 or PD-L1 inhibitors in vivo can enhance the immune response of T cells against tumors, inhibit tumor proliferation, and prolong the survival
of patients.
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Before treatment with PD-1 / PD-L1 inhibitors, CyTOF can be used
to detect various cells in the patient's blood. The number of
CD14+CD16HLA-DRhi monocytes in the blood is the most accurate
indicator for predicting progression-free survival and overall survival,
while the proportion of monocytes in the peripheral blood mononuclear
cells is expected to be the standard for predicting patients' response to
PD-1 / PD-L1 inhibitors [30].

b. A combination of two or more ICIs.
The method can avoid neutralizing the antitumor effect of other

inhibitory pathways
after suppressing single immune checkpoints such as increased PD-1

expression of tumor cells and the activation of PD-L1﹢/VISTA﹢T cells,
and CD68+ macrophages after the use of CTLA-4 ICIs alone. In com-
bination, anti-CTLA-4 promotes early activation of T cells in lymphatic
tissue, while anti-PD-1 mainly plays a role in tumor tissue to inhibit T-
cell failure during the effect stage [31–34]. The combination of multiple
ICIs significantly improves the anti-tumor effect, and the number of its
potential combinations is immeasurable, providing another direction
for more effective anti-tumor treatment.

c. Establishing a model for predicting the efficacy of ICIs [35]
From clinical experience, the efficacy of inhibitor is not determined

by the single biomarker, but requires a combination of variables, in-
cluding the host phylogenetics, tumor genomics, PD-1 and PD-L1′s le-
vels, tumor microenvironment and gut microbiota, which ultimately
affect tumor-host interactions. Patients can benefit the most by con-
tinually updating and evaluating predictive models.

d. Converting Tregs into inflammatory cells [36]
In the process of tumor development, Tregs promote tumor growth

by inhibiting effector T cells, which also affects the efficacy of tumor
immunotherapy [37]. The present study has found that by blocking the
CARMA1-BCL10-MALT1 (CBM) signalosome [38], inhibitory Tregs can
be transformed into inflammatory cells secreting IFN-γ, thereby acti-
vating the inflammatory response in the tumor, inhibiting the tumor
growth, and improving the sensitivity of tumor cells to immunotherapy.
The combination of anti PD-1 ICI and MALT1 inhibitor Mepazine can
significantly slow down the growth rate of tumor.

3.2. Classification of common ICIs

PD-1 receptors are distributed on the surface of antigen-stimulated
T-cells, linked to T-cells and tumor cells, and can be combined with
PDL-1 and PDL-2 ligands to inhibit T-cell activation [39]. The use of
PD-1/PD-L1 receptor antagonists in the body not only enhances the
immune response of T cells against tumors but also acts on tumor-as-
sociated macrophages (TAMs), restores the ability of macrophages to
phagocytosis of tumors, inhibits tumor proliferation, and prolongs pa-
tient survival [40]. PD-1/PD-L1 inhibitors are more selective, have
fewer side effects and are safer to apply than CTLA-4 inhibitors. PD-1/
PD-L1 monoclonal antibodies have been widely used in melanoma,
non-small cell lung cancer, head and neck cancer, Hodgkin's lymphoma,
urinary epithelial cancer, gastric cancer, kidney cancer, liver cancer and
so on [41–45].

Antagonists targeting PD-1 receptor include PD-1 monoclonal an-
tibody and PD-L1 monoclonal antibody, which represent the following
drugs [44]: a. Keytruda (Pembrolizumab). It had a higher response rate
in non-small cell cancers, and KEYNOTE results showed that Pem-
brolizumab improved overall survival (OS) and progression-free sur-
vival (PFS) in patients with solid tumors and significantly prolonged the
life of patients with locally advanced or metastatic non-small cell lung
cancer compared to platinum chemotherapy. b. Tecentriq (Atezoli-
zumab). Chemotherapy drugs combined with Tecentriq increased the
objective remission rate by 17 %, prolonged PFS and significantly im-
proved the therapeutic effect. c. Opdivo (Nivolumab). Opdivo works
better in gastric cancer and squamous cell carcinoma of the head and
neck. In one trial, 12 % of patients responded to Opdivo treatment
without taking into account the level of expression of PD-L1.Ta
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In addition, CTLA-4 is widely distributed on T cells. Blocking CTLA-
4 activates the immune system and causes severe reactions, including
hepatitis, colitis and thyroiditis. Unlike other therapies that directly
attack cancer cells to reduce tumor size, Yervoy (ipilimumab)'s efficacy
will take several months to show. Due to these two limitations, the
antibody is currently only used in the treatment of advanced melanoma.
More information about ICIs can be found in the summary table of
major listed ICIs in Table 1.

Siglec-15 is the latest target discovered this year, and the researches
about it are getting increasingly deep. Siglec-15 can down-regulate the
immune activity of T cells, so that the anti-tumor immune mechanism
of the body is suppressed, and tumor cells can achieve immune escape.
Siglec-15 is increased in a variety of tumor cells, such as bladder,
kidney, liver and lung cancer. By knocking out the siglec-15 or using
the siglec-15 inhibitor, people can relieve immunosuppression and
achieve specific killing of the tumor. Some studies have pointed out that
the combination of siglec-15 inhibitor and PD-1 / PD-L1 inhibitor can
eliminate the resistance of tumors to PD-1 / PD-L1 inhibitor, improving
the success rate of treatment [46,47].

4. Factors influencing tumor immunotherapy

The effect of tumor immunotherapy is influenced by many factors.
First, it is related to human immunity, which is closely related to ge-
netics and internal microflora [48,49]. Second, it is related to tumor
cells. Intra-tumor heterogeneity of tumor neoantigen, the number of
clone-derived new antigens, tumor cell mutation target, tumor muta-
tion load significantly affect the therapeutic effect, among which pa-
tients with low intra-tumor heterogeneity of tumor neoantigen and a
large number of clonal source neoantigen have more therapeutic ad-
vantages [50]. Third, it is related to environmental factors, such as
daily routine, diet, bacterial infection, and drug use.

4.1. Effect of tumor type on efficacy

According to the immune characteristics of the tumor, the tumor
can be divided into three types: the first is “immunosuppressed”, also
known as “immune desert type”, the central and marginal area of which
lack of T cells, or although there are lymphocytes, the number and
density of cells is not large. Tumor specific killer T cells are the main
cause of this type of immunity inhibition. PD-1/PD-L1 therapy is ba-
sically ineffective for this type in the clinical. The second is "immune
excluded", also known as immune exemption type, which has a large
number of CD3+ and CD8+ lymphocytes on the edge of the tumor.
However, these cells can't immerse in the tumor center. The main
reason why the immune response is suppressed is the escape of T cells.
The third is known as immune inflammatory type, which contains PD-
L1, pro-inflammatory factors and effectors around the tumor, but the
escape of the tumor inhibits the immune response [51]. For im-
munosuppressive and immune exclusive tumors, T cell transport reg-
ulators, soluble factor regulators, and physical barrier-destroying
methods can be used for treatment [52].

4.2. Effect of tumor microenvironment on the efficacy

Tumor microenvironment includes tumor cells, peripheral immune
cells, neovascularization, endothelial cells, fibroblasts, and extracellular
matrix [53]. In clinical practice, by measuring the composition, number
and other factors of immune cells in the tumor center and surrounding
microenvironment, the degree of tumor deterioration, inevitability and
the effect of immunotherapy drugs can be preliminarily determined.
Meanwhile, the immunotherapy of inflammatory tumor can be pre-
dicted by combining genetic and environmental factors. The in-
flammatory cells, inflammatory mediators and important proteins in
inflammatory signaling pathways can be used as drug targets [54].
Although the efficacy is still random, it lays a foundation for improving

the efficacy and is conducive to providing personalized treatment for
patients.

The tumor cells with high expression of PD-1 or presence of IFN-γ,
granzyme, CXCL9/CXCL10 and other markers or with high mutation
load generally respond well to PD-1 / PD-L1 inhibitors.
Immunosuppressive drivers in the tumor microenvironment include
MDSCs and macrophages, which deplete extracellular arginine and
promote tryptophan degradation, while cancer-associated fibroblasts
(CAF) mediate T cell apoptosis after binding to T cells [55]. In addition,
acidic and hypoxic conditions in the tumor microenvironment are
conducive to tumor growth and reproduction, inhibit the activation and
toxicity of T-cells, and severely inhibit the anti-tumor immune response
[56,57].

4.3. The effect of intestinal bacteria

The number and type of intestinal flora affect not only the incidence
of cancer but also the sensitivity to chemotherapy and immunotherapy.
Studies have shown that intestinal symbiosis acts to activate the con-
genital immune system and that the intestinal symbiotic flora sponta-
neously activates the immune system to fight the tumor when T cells
are immersed in the tumors [48,58]. Matson et al. have proved that
immune checkpoint inhibitors have no significant effect on cancer mice
with intestinal microbiome deficiency [58]. They found that the higher
the abundance of good bacteria group, the more CD4+ and CD8+ cells
in the surrounding blood, the better the effect of anti-PD-1 treatment on
melanoma. These findings are expected to be applied to clinical practice
and improve the efficacy of immunotherapy by improving patients'
lifestyle or supplementing good intestinal microflora. In addition,
taking antibiotics seriously affects the balance of intestinal flora, re-
sulting in decreased efficacy of immunotherapy, consequently anti-
biotics should be avoided in immunotherapy [59].

4.4. Neoantigens

The intratumoral heterogeneity (ITH) of neoantigen, too few clonal
neoantigens, and the increase of subclonal neoantigens are the funda-
mental reasons for the decreased efficacy of anti-PD1/CTLA4 im-
munotherapy [60]. The more clone-derived new antigens and the lower
the heterogeneity in the tumor, the patient can achieve a significantly
longer total survival time. The lower the heterogeneity in neoantigen
tumor, the more the number of clonal neoantigens, and the higher the
expression of pro-inflammatory genes such as PD-L1 and IL-6, IFN-γ in
tumor, suggesting that clonogenic neoantigens may be correlated with
activation effector T cells in the environment of inflammatory tumor, or
induced by immune checkpoint molecules and their ligands [61]. When
the cloned new antigen is higher, the lower the ITH, the more sig-
nificant the patient's immunotherapy effect increases. Patients with
obvious efficacy can be tested for cloned new antigens that can be
identified by T cells for peripheral blood analysis.

In addition, some patients may produce multiple subclonal neoan-
tigens in the tumor due to multi-line radiotherapy, which may even-
tually lead to a decrease in the proportion of clonal neoantigens and a
decline in the efficacy of immunotherapy [62]. Therefore, although the
total number of mutations in these patients is high, the efficacy of
immunotherapy is poor. The specific mechanism is still under further
study and discussion.

4.5. Tumor mutational burden (TMB)

TMB has a great effect on the immunotherapy of tumor. With the
increase of tumor mutation load, the more new antigens are released,
and the neoantigens trigger T cell response at the same time. The effect
of immunotherapy is more obvious, the more suitable for im-
munotherapy [63]. The PFS and OS are prolonged after treatment.
There have even been studies suggesting that the number of mutations

S. Tan, et al. Biomedicine & Pharmacotherapy 124 (2020) 109821

6



in tumor mutation load or tumor DNA can be used as immune markers
to predict the effect of immunotherapy and guide clinical trials using
immunotherapy [64,65].

Using a liquid biopsy to detect the number of mutations in tumor
DNA in blood samples [66], the number of ctDNA changes in the blood
can reflect an increase in the mutation load. Changes in mutation
burden are associated with the therapeutic effect of immune checkpoint
inhibitor therapy, including overall response, PFS, and OS. Studies have
shown that 45 % of patients respond to immune checkpoint inhibitor
therapy when there are more than three unidentified genomic changes
in the circulating tumor DNA. When the genome was less altered, only
15 % of patients responded. The median response time for patients who
responded to immunotherapy within two months with a large number
of genomic changes in their blood samples was approximately two
years [67]. Today, blood TMB (bTMB) based on blood ctDNA and SNVs-
based calculations can better predict immunotherapy outcomes [68].

5. The mechanism of drug resistance in immunotherapy

Cancer immunity includes immune surveillance, balance, and es-
cape [69]. Tumor cells can evade the recognition and attack of the
immune system by recruiting immune regulatory cells, down-regulating
tumor antigen expression, releasing immune inhibitory factors and
other immune escape mechanisms in the host, so as to continue to and
metastasis, and eventually form visible tumor lesions. Tumor pro-
liferation can also be achieved by selectively amplifying proteins that
escape immunity, including PD-L1, arachidonic acid lipoxygenase,
IDO1/IDO-2 [70]. The mechanisms of resistance is detailed in Fig. 3

5.1. Mechanisms of the primary immune resistance

Tumor-specific T cells induce antitumor effects by producing in-
terferon-γ that recognizes tumor cells and corresponding antibodies in
antigen-presenting cells (APCs). This effect can directly inhibit tumor
cell proliferation and promote tumor cell apoptosis, recruit other im-
mune cells, enhance tumor antigen presentation and increase protein
expression of antigen presentation (e.g. major histocompatibility com-
plex (MHC) molecule [71]. If the pathway is mutated, PD-L1 expression
is exposed [72], and the expression of anti-PD-L1 of cancer cells in-
creases, blocking the immunotherapy of PD-L1 or PD-1 will be in-
effective. Or tumor cells directly express PD-L1, bind with T cell surface
PD-1 to inhibit activated cytotoxic T lymphocyte (CTL), inhibit the
activation of cytotoxic T cells, suppress the immune response, and cause
depletion of T cells, thus leading to primary drug resistance [73,74].

5.2. The mechanisms of the acquired immune resistance

When the body has an anti-tumor immune response, lymphocytes
infiltrated by tumor cells can secrete a large number of IFN-γ mediated
tumor cells to express PD-L1 [75]. PD-L1 in combination with PD1 of
CTL can inhibit the immune killing effect of effector T cells on tumor
[74,76].

5.3. The internal and external mechanisms of resistance to immunotherapy

Resistance to immunotherapy can be divided into two mechanisms,
internal and external. In the internal mechanism, antigen mutation,
tumor antigen expression, HLA expression deficiency and change of
antigen survival process mechanism can lead to primary resistance
[77]. Mechanism changes of antigen generation process include acti-
vation of the MAPK pathway, enhancement of PI3K pathway caused by
PTEN expression loss, continuous expression of WNT/β-catenin signal
pathway or high expression of mixed PD-L1. Loss of target antigens,
HLA, interferon signaling, and T cell function can lead to acquired re-
sistance. The extrinsic mechanism may be due to changes in CTLA-4,
PD-1 or other immune checkpoints, T-cell failure and phenotypes

changes, immune-suppressive cell groups such as Tregs, MDSC, type II
macrophages and tumor microenvironmental cytokines and metabolites
such as CSF-1, tryptophan metabolites, TGF-β, adenosine and so on
[78].

5.4. The self-neutralization of tumor cells

There are clinical findings that even though PD-1 is highly ex-
pressed in tumor cells in some patients, the effect of PD-1/PD-L1 ICIs is
still poor. Studies have shown that this situation occurs because these
tumor cells express both PD-L1 and PD-1. Before PD-1/PD-L1 ICIs act
on PD-L1 of tumor cells, PD-L1 has been bound to its own PD-1, re-
sulting in the loss of the target of PD-1/PD-L1 ICIs. This mechanism is
called the PD-1 and PD-L1″self-neutralization" of PD-1 pathways [79].

5.5. Self-neutralization of antigen-presenting cells

APC also weakens the ability of T cells to conduct PD-1 signals
through self-binding of PD-1 and PD-L1, and eventually the anti-tumor
immune response of T cells is weakened [80].

5.6. The mechanisms of exosome release inhibits immunity

Cancer cells suppress the immune response by releasing exosomes
[81], which carry PD-L1 protein and inhibit T cells from reaching the
tumor. Metastatic melanoma, breast cancer, colorectal cancer, and lung
cancer all release exosomes with PD-L1 [82–84] (Fig. 3). The immune
system, through a variety of immune escape mechanisms, leads to the
failure of PD-1 / PD-L1 inhibitors to bind to the target or to have in-
effective effects on the target, thus losing its effect [85]. In summary,
the complete escape of the immune system is the result of the combi-
nation of the intrinsic characteristics of PD-1/PD-L1 co-expression,
cytokine composition, degree of mutation and other external environ-
mental factors such as intestinal flora and infectious microorganisms.

5.7. Treatment measures against tumor resistance

In the process of treating tumors, the emergence of tumor cell re-
sistance is difficult to avoid, but patients can get the best treatment
results through appropriate means. First, priority should be given to the
appropriate population for immunotherapy before treatment. The type
and number of tumor markers, even the presence of PBRM1 gene de-
fects [86,87] and intestinal flora, are tested to determine whether the
patient was a suitable individual for treatment. Then, individualized
treatment strategies and combination therapy are developed for pa-
tients to improveFi the sensitivity of tumor cells to immunotherapy,
accelerate the killing of tumor cells, and reduce the emergence of drug
resistance of tumor cells [88].

6. Conclusions and future perspectives

Nowadays, anti-tumor immunotherapy is playing an increasingly
important role in the field of tumor therapy. Encouraging results have
been obtained in the treatment trials of various malignant tumors, and
improves the efficacy of immunotherapy and reduces adverse reactions
by finding new targets and new methods such as combination therapy.
However, there is still some controversy immunotherapy, such as some
treatments with blindness, empirical and limitation, individual cases
with severe adverse reactions and even life-threatening, the random-
ness of therapeutic effect and high cost of treatment. The advantages
and disadvantages of immunotherapy are detailed in Table 2. It would
be fully realize that the occurrence of tumor is a dynamic and complex
process, fully design an individually designed immunotherapy scheme
based on the characteristics of the tumor and the individual immune
status of patients, and conduct the immunotherapy in a targeted way, so
as to achieve the optimal therapeutic effect and recover the health of
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tumor patients.
Immunotherapy is a promising new type of advanced cancer treat-

ment, is the great breakthrough to now existing tumor treatment. The
future should focus on the recovery of specific immune im-
munosuppressive pathway in the anti-tumor process, not simply to
enhance the broad and untargeted systemic immune response, in-
cluding three principles: determining that the immunosuppressive mi-
croenvironment is caused by the tumor, focusing the immunosuppres-
sion on the tumor microenvironment, and identifying new targets
acting on the main functional pathways [89,90]. On the basis of these,
identify the most suitable targets for different target mechanisms, while
improving the targeting of treatment by improving treatment regimens

and reduce the toxic and side effects, so as to challenge the huge pro-
blems of postoperative recurrence and metastasis. The path of im-
munotherapy faces great challenges and opportunities, and will also
mature.
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