
Hidden potential discovered in 
cutting-edge cancer treatment 
Experts have discovered hidden potential in a class of cutting-edge 
cancer drugs, which they predict could soon have greater benefits in 
extending life. 
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New drugs, known as kinase inhibitors, have been found to work across types of 
breast, skin, lung and kidney cancer, and are among the most heralded of the 
new generation of cancer treatments. 
Already 25 such drugs are in use and around 5,000 to 10,000 patients receive 
the drugs in the UK each year. 
At present they only extend life by around three to six months. 
But experts at the University of Sussex and the Institute of Cancer Research said 
their discovery suggests they could boost life expectancy much further. 
Higher doses to exploit hidden power 
The team studied exactly how the drugs attack tumours and found previous 
understanding of how they worked had missed an extra hidden mechanism by 
which they could halt the spread of cancer cells. 
They hailed the “unexpected and exciting” discovery and now plan clinical trials 
with higher doses of the drugs to exploit their hidden power. 
Importantly, the mechanism identified applied in precisely the same way to each 
of four kinase inhibitors tested, all in use as cancer treatments already: 

• Vemurafenib, which treats cancers caused by a mutation of a gene called BRAF, 
including many melanoma skin cancer patients; 

• Lapatinib, which treats patients with aggressive, HER2-positive breast cancer; 
• Sorafenib, which treats many patients with kidney cancer; 
• Erlotinib, which treats many patients with non-small cell lung cancer. 

With 400 kinase inhibitors already in development, the potential benefits of the 
new discovery are enormous. 
Few regulatory burdens 
Professor Paul Workman, study co-author and deputy chief executive of The 
Institute of Cancer Research, said: “We found that several clinically-used kinase 



inhibitors could not only disable cancer-causing kinases but also cause their 
destruction.” 
He said the team hope to launch a new clinical trial in the next year, adding 
“these drugs are already approved so there are fewer regulatory burdens than 
usual to overcome to test our new idea.” 
Professor Laurence Pearl, study co-author and professor of structural biology in 
the Medical Research Council Genome Damage and Stability Centre at the 
University of Sussex, said:  “We have more work to do to understand this 
mechanism fully, but we are optimistic that our discovery will help many patients 
live for longer.” 
The benefits of ‘chaperone deprivation’ 
Kinase inhibitors had been thought to work solely by blocking the cell signalling 
function of enzymes called kinases, which play an active role in many cancers. 
The researchers found that at high doses, the drugs also prevented kinases from 
linking up with a complex of molecules in cells, which is vital to keeping proteins 
stable. 
Through this process of ‘chaperone deprivation’, the drugs destroyed cancer-
causing kinases and stopped the growth and division of cancer cells. 
The study was funded by Cancer Research UK and the Wellcome Trust, and 
published in the journal Nature Chemical Biology. 
	  


