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From 17 to 21 October 2025, I attended the annual congress of the European Society of Medical 
Oncology (ESMO) in Berlin, Germany.  I was supported to attend this conference by the NZHPA 
Cancer Pharmacy Educational Grant. 
 
The ESMO congress is one of the major international oncology conferences held each year, with 
over 36,000 attendees attending the 2025 congress and multiple concurrent sessions. All major 
tumour groups were covered, as well as specific sessions on topics such as immunotherapy, AI + 
digital health and tumour agnostic therapy. 
 
The prevalence of research into antibody-drug conjugates (ADCs) was noticeable at this year’s 
congress. Data from trials of new ADCs such as sacituzumab tirumotecan (targeting TROP2) and 
disitamab vedotin (targeting HER2) were presented, along with data on new indications for ADCs 
already in use, such as enfortumab vedotin and trastuzumab deruxtecan. Trastuzumab deruxtecan 
is funded in New Zealand for use in HER2+ metastatic breast cancer, but trials presented at ESMO 
focused on its use in early HER2+ breast cancer. The DESTINY-Breast11 trial showed an improved 
pathological complete response rate when trastuzumab deruxtecan was compared to an 
anthracycline-based regimen in the neoadjuvant setting. In the high-risk adjuvant setting, the 
DESTINY-Breast05 trial showed an improvement in invasive disease free survival when trastuzumab 
deruxtecan was compared to the standard of care, trastuzumab emtansine. 
 
Another emerging class of drugs presented at ESMO was bispecific T cell engagers (BiTE). Some 
drugs in this class, such as blinatumomab, are already established in the treatment of haematological 
cancers, but there is increasing interest in their use in solid tumours, such as small cell lung cancer. 
I attended a session on the use of DLL-3 targeted T cell engagers in extensive stage small cell lung 
cancer. One of these, tarlatamab, has shown an overall survival advantage in the second line 
treatment of small cell lung cancer when compared to chemotherapy. However, it comes with a risk 
of cytokine release syndrome and patients need extensive monitoring after the first few doses, so 
implementation of this treatment could be resource-intensive and challenging. 
 
I also attended a session on tumour agnostic therapy, an approach to treatment based on targeting 
biomarkers rather than the specific tissue that the tumour has developed in. For example, cancers 
can be classified as HER2 positive or MSI (microsatellite instability) high, rather than anatomically 
as gastric, lung or breast cancers. Several drugs have already been FDA approved for tumour-
agnostic indications, such as entrectinib for NTRK fusions and selpercatinib for RET fusions. The 
presenters advocated for this approach to achieve ‘molecular equity’ for patients with cancers 
harbouring rare mutations, where tumour-specific trials would be unfeasible. 
 
The ESMO congress is a great opportunity to hear about practice changing research and to update 
and consolidate your oncology knowledge. I would recommend it for any New Zealand cancer 
pharmacist. The 2026 ESMO congress will be held in Madrid, Spain from 23 to 27 October. 
 
Laura Clunie 
Canopy Cancer Care 
28 October 2025 


