
                                                                     
 

 
Head and Neck Cancers: Using tumour profiling to identify new 
therapeutic targets for high risk salivary gland cancers 
 
Once again we would like to express our gratitude to the Get A-Head Charitable Trust who are 
generously supporting research at The Institute of Cancer Research (ICR) to profile head and neck 
cancer patient’s tumours. This will help define new therapeutic targets in high-risk salivary gland 
cancers, including adenoid cystic carcinoma. 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Adenoid cystic carcinoma (ACC) is one of the most common malignant tumours of 

salivary glands, and is characterised by slow but relentless growth. 
 

When the disease is caught early, surgery and radiotherapy are reasonably effective. 

Once the disease has spread, it does not respond favourably to traditional 

chemotherapies, which anyway have appreciable side effects.  
 

Professor Harrington develops scientific models of ACC that will help us to 

understand better the biology of the disease so that we might identify new 

treatment targets on these cancer cells. Scientists aim to use this information to 

discover drugs that target specific features occurring within ACC cells. 
 

Professor Harrington’s research has generated nine avatar models of ACC, scientific 

models that more closely mimic what is going on inside a patient because they use 

tumour samples taken from the patient. The team have also developed drug 

screening tests using tumour cells lines. The results from these two approaches 

suggest that effective drug treatments are more likely to emerge from studies to 

address specific aspects of disease biology rather than looking for genetic targets. 
 

There are two biological features of ACC cells that tend to be associated with more 

aggressive disease and that we think should be investigated further as potential 

treatment targets.  
 

Many ACCs invade and spread along the nerves, this is called perineural invasion. 

These cancers are harder to treat and more likely to recur. During a process known 

as metastasis, where ACC cells spread around the body, they nearly always travel to 

the lungs first.  
 

It is thought that a molecule called TGF- may be involved in both the invasion and 

spread of ACC cells around the body. 
 

Professor Harrington’s next steps are to investigate the role that TGF- plays in the 

progression of ACC. This will involve the use of cell lines and avatars already 

developed from Get A-Head funded research, as well as the generation of new 

models to better understand the biology of the disease and to test potential new 

treatments.
 

Once again we would like to thank the Get A-Head Charitable Trust and their 

fundraisers for your support. We look forward to keeping you informed with further 

progress. 

 

 

 

 
 
“We’re excited and grateful 

to receive the support of The 

Get A-Head Charitable 

Trust, so that we can start to 

improve treatments and 

learn which patients will 

benefit most from them”. 
Professor Kevin Harrington 
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