
Abstract. Background/Aim: Whether molecular-targeted
therapy, particularly axitinib, is effective after failure of
immune checkpoint inhibitors in metastatic renal cell
carcinoma (mRCC) remains unclear. Here, we evaluated the
therapeutic effect of axitinib as a third-line therapy following
second-line nivolumab monotherapy for mRCC. Patients and
Methods: Data from patients treated with axitinib as a third-
line therapy after failure of first-line tyrosine kinase inhibitor
(TKI) and second-line nivolumab monotherapy were
reviewed. The progression-free survival (PFS), overall
survival (OS), and objective response rate during axitinib
therapy were retrospectively evaluated. Tumor responses
were assessed according to the Response Evaluation Criteria
in Solid Tumors version 1.1. Results: Seventeen patients were
treated with third-line axitinib after failure of prior TKI and
nivolumab. During a median follow-up of 8.15 months, eight
(47.1%) and three (17.6%) patients showed disease
progression and died, respectively. The median PFS was 12.8
months [95% confidence interval=(CI)4.08-21.7], the 1-year
PFS rate was 51.3%, and the 1-year OS rate was 71.6%. The
median magnitude of maximum changes of targeted lesions
from baseline was –11.9% (95%CI=–36.1-0.44%). The
objective response rate and disease control rates were 29.4%
(n=5) and 94.1% (n=16), respectively. Univariate analysis
for PFS showed a shorter PFS in patients with non-clear cell
histopathological types or those with liver metastases (p-
Value<0.0001 for both). Conclusion: Axitinib as a third-line

therapy showed reasonable therapeutic efficacy after the
failure of first-line TKI and second-line nivolumab
monotherapy for mRCC. Further studies are needed to
confirm our findings.

Systemic therapy strategies for metastatic renal cell
carcinoma (mRCC) have been dramatically changed in recent
years with the development of immune checkpoint inhibitors
(ICIs) (1). These agents have been evaluated in clinical trials,
and this paradigm shift is expected to continue (2). Based on
previous trials (3, 4), current guidelines recommend
combined regimens consisting of ICIs with different modes
of action (e.g., targeting different molecules, such as PD-1,
PD-L1, or CTLA-4) or ICI plus molecular-targeted therapy
as first-line therapy (5). However, the efficacy of subsequent
targeted therapy following the failure of ICIs (and
combinative targeted therapy) is not well-understood.

Previously, reasonable efficacy of subsequent targeted
therapy as second- or later-line therapy after the failure of ICIs
was reported in mRCC (6-10). However, these studies were
conducted in cohorts of patients with heterogeneous lines,
classes of targeted therapy or classes of prior ICIs. Therefore,
this heterogeneity may have biased the results. Axitinib, a
second-generation vascular endothelial growth factor receptor
(VEGFR)-tyrosine kinase inhibitor (TKI), was approved as
second-line therapy for previously treated mRCC based on the
findings of the AXIS trial (11). Additionally, in some cases,
axitinib administration has been considered as a later-line
targeted therapy (5). Under current guidelines, patients
classified as intermediate or of poor risk are recommended for
administration of combinative ipilimumab plus nivolumab as
first-line therapy (5). Thus, second- or later-line axitinib
therapy following ICIs is expected to increase. However, the
efficacy of targeted therapy, particularly of axitinib, after the
failure of ICIs, remains unclear.

We have previously reported the potential utility of
axitinib after nivolumab in six patients as a case series study
(12). In this study, using our extended data, we evaluated the
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efficacy of third-line axitinib after the failure of first-line
TKI and second-line nivolumab monotherapy. We evaluated
the efficacy of axitinib in this unified regimen to reduce
possible biases induced by heterogeneous lines or classes of
drugs. This regimen is not preferentially recommended by
the current guidelines (5); however, data describing the
efficacy of axitinib after nivolumab may lead to improved
treatments in this field. 

Patients and Methods
Patient selection. Between June 2013 and October 2019, 46 patients
were treated with at least one dose of nivolumab as a second-line
monotherapy after the failure of first-line TKI for mRCC in our

department and its affiliated institution. Thereafter, 30 patients
showed disease progression after nivolumab, and 19 patients were
further treated with axitinib as a third-line therapy. After excluding
two patients without eligible clinical data, the remaining 17 patients
were evaluated in this retrospective study. Among the 17 patients,
three patients were examined in our previous case series study
investigating the efficacy of subsequent axitinib after nivolumab (12). 

The Internal Ethics Review Boards of the Tokyo Women’s Medical
University approved this study (ID: 5311), which was performed
within the tenets of the Declaration of Helsinki. All clinical and
laboratory data were extracted from an electronic database and patient
medical records. Due to the retrospective observational nature of this
study, the need for informed consent was waived. 

Protocol of nivolumab therapy. Nivolumab (3 mg/kg) was
intravenously administered every 2 weeks based on a previous
pivotal trial (13). Dose modification was not allowed for any cases;
however, the interval between administrations was modified
according to the patient’s condition. 

Protocol of molecular-targeted therapy. As a first-line targeted
therapy, sunitinib or pazopanib was mainly used in our institutions.
Before the approval of sunitinib, sorafenib was used. Axitinib was
mainly used as a second- or a later-line therapy for previously treated
cases because Japanese insurance does not cover the usage of axitinib
in the first-line setting. The administration of mammalian target of
rapamycin inhibitors (mTORis) was considered only when non-
response or intolerability of adverse events during a prior therapy
with VEGFR-TKIs was observed. The detailed protocols of the
administration of each agent have been previously described (14, 15). 

Treatment evaluation. Post-treatment follow-up scans were obtained
by plane or contrast computed tomography or magnetic resonance
imaging of the chest, abdomen, and pelvis at regular 4-12-week
intervals, depending on the patient’s condition. Drugs were
administered until either radiographic or clinical disease progression,
or intolerable adverse events were observed. Radiographic evaluation
of the treatment response was defined according to the Response
Evaluation Criteria in Solid Tumors (RECIST) version 1.1 (16). 

Statistical analysis. Progression-free survival (PFS) was calculated
from the initiation of axitinib until progressive disease or death,
whichever occurred first. Surviving patients without disease progression
were censored at the time of the last follow-up. Overall survival (OS)
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Table I. Patient characteristics.

Variable N (%)

Age 
≥65 years 11 (64.7%)

Sex 
Male 12 (70.6%)

Histopathology
Clear-cell carcinoma  13 (76.5%)

IMDC risk at the initiation of axitinib
Favorable 1 (5.88%)
Intermediate 6 (35.3%)
Poor 10 (58.9%)

Number of organs involving metastases 
at the initiation of axitinib

Multiple 14 (82.4%)
Liver metastasis status at the initiation of axitinib

Presence 3 (17.6%)
First-line targeted therapy

Sorafenib 4 (23.5%)
Sunitinib 7 (41.2%)
Pazopanib 5 (29.4%)
Axitinib 1 (5.88%)

Duration of first-line time to progression, months
Median (interquartile range) 13.6 (7.87-31.2)
≥12 9 (52.9%)

Best tumor response during first-line therapy
Complete response 3 (17.6%)
Partial response 7 (41.2%)
Stable disease 6 (35.3%)
Progressive disease 1 (5.88%)

Duration of second-line time to progression, months
Median (interquartile range) 4.27 (2.81-7.05)
≥6 5 (29.4%)

Best tumor response during second-line therapy
Complete response 0
Partial response 6 (35.3%)
Stable disease 6 (35.3%)
Progressive disease 5 (29.4%)

Duration of follow-up, months
Median (interquartile range) 8.15 (5.00-13.0)

IMDC: International Metastatic Renal Cell Carcinoma Database
Consortium.

Table II. Response to third-line axitinib.

Variable N (%)

Objective response rate 5 (29.4%)
Disease control rate 16 (94.1%)

Complete response 0
Partial response 5 (29.4%)
Stable disease 11 (64.7%)
Progressive disease 1 (5.88%)

Magnitude of maximum change of targeted lesions 
from baseline  

Median (interquartile range), % –11.9 (–36.1-0.44)
>0% 13 (76.5%)



was calculated from the initiation of axitinib until death from any cause.
Patients lost to follow-up were censored at the time of last contact.
Survival was calculated using the Kaplan-Meier method and compared
using the log-rank test. Univariate analysis was conducted to identify
risk factors for PFS. The risk was expressed as hazard ratios and 95%
confidence intervals (CIs). All statistical analyses were conducted using
the JMP software (version 14; SAS Institute, Inc., Cary, NC, USA) with
a significance level of 0.05 (p-Value<0.05). 

Results 

Patient characteristics. The characteristics of the 17 patients
are shown in Table Ι. First-line TKI was discontinued in 16
patients due to disease progression and in one patient because
of intolerable adverse events. For second-line therapy,
nivolumab was discontinued because of disease progression
in all patients. Based on the IMDC risk classification at the
initiation of axitinib (17), one (5.88%), 6 (35.3%), and 10
(58.9%) patients were classified into the favorable,
intermediate, and poor risk categories, respectively. For first-
line TKI, sunitinib was the most commonly administered drug
(n=7, 41.2%), followed by pazopanib (n=5, 29.4%). The
median follow-up duration was 8.15 months (interquartile
range=5.00-13.0).  

Tumor response to third-line axitinib. For third-line axitinib,
a partial response, stable disease, and progressive disease
based on RECIST version 1.1 were observed in 5 (29.4%),
11 (64.7%), and one (5.88%) patients, respectively (Table II).
The objective response rate and disease control rate were
29.4% (n=5) and 94.1% (n=16), respectively. The maximum
changes in targeted lesions from baseline are individually
presented in a waterfall plot (Figure 1). The median
maximum change was –11.9% (95%CI=–36.1-0.44%), and
13 (76.5%) patients exhibited tumor shrinkage (Table II). 

Survival in third-line axitinib. During follow-up, 8 (47.1%) and
3 (17.6%) patients showed disease progression and died for any
cause, respectively. The median PFS after the initiation of
axitinib was 12.8 months (95%CI=4.08-21.7) and the 1-year
PFS rate was 51.3% (Figure 2). OS did not reach the median
(95%CI=6.44-N.R.), and the 1-year OS rate was 71.6%. 

Univariate analysis using the log-rank test in each category
of variables was conducted (Table III). A shorter PFS was
observed in patients with non-clear cell histopathological
types [median=3.68; (95%CI=2.33-4.08) vs. 17.2 (5.92-21.7)
months, p<0.0001] or those with liver metastases
[median=3.01; (95%CI=2.33-3.68) vs. 12.8 (4.08-21.7)
months, p<0.0001]. Any other factors, including the duration
of the response or magnitude of the tumor response in prior
therapies, were not associated with PFS (all, p>0.05). Figure
3 illustrates the time of distinct systemic therapies in first-line
TKI, second-line nivolumab, and third-line axitinib. This
chart also shows that there was no correlation for the outcome
between axitinib and prior therapies. 
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Figure 1. Waterfall plot for maximum changes of targeted lesions from
baseline. *Patient whose best tumor response was diagnosed as
progressive disease based on the RECIST v.1.1. because of the
appearance of new lesions. PD: Progressive disease; SD: stable
disease; PR: partial response.

Figure 2. Progression-free and overall survival after the initiation of
axitinib. CI: Confidence interval; N.R.: not reached; PFS: progression-
free survival; OS: overall survival.



Discussion

This retrospective study revealed the reasonable efficacy of
axitinib as a third-line therapy after the failure of a first-line
VEGFR-TKI and a second-line nivolumab monotherapy for
mRCC. The median PFS was 12.8 months, and the 1-year
OS rate was 71.6%. Additionally, 76.5% of patients
presented with tumor shrinkage, and the objective response
and disease control rates were 29.4% and 94.1%,
respectively. Furthermore, based on univariate analysis, the
non-clear cell histopathological type and presence of liver
metastases were associated with a shorter PFS. This
extended analysis supports our previous findings in terms of
the benefit of subsequent axitinib following ICIs (12). 

The feasible anti-tumor effect of targeted therapy
following ICIs has been previously reported in mRCC (6-
10). Albiges et al. have reported that the median time to
treatment failure for subsequent targeted therapy after ICIs
was 6.6 months, and the 1-year OS rate was 58% (6). Nadal
et al. have reported that the median PFS with subsequent
TKIs after ICIs was 6.4 months, and the objective response
rate was 28% (7). These data were obtained from previous
clinical trials, and axitinib was the most common agent used
in their cohorts in 35.7% (6) and 67.1% of patients (7),
respectively. Furthermore, Cao et al. have recently reported
that subsequent pazopanib shows an encouraging efficacy;
the median PFS was 13.5 months, and the 1-year OS rate

was 89%, according to their real-world data (8). In the
current study, we evaluated the efficacy of axitinib
administration after ICIs using a unified regimen to reduce
possible biases induced by the heterogeneity of lines or
classes of targeted therapy or classes of prior ICIs. Our
findings are generally consistent with previous findings.

In the targeted therapy era, the AXIS trial observed a
median PFS of 6.7 months and an objective response rate of
19.0% following second-line therapy (11). Moreover, third-

in vivo 34: 1541-1546 (2020)

1544

Figure 3. Timing and duration of distinct systemic therapies in first-line
tyrosine kinase inhibitors, second-line nivolumab, and third-line axitinib.

Table III. Log-rank test for progression-free survival after the initiation of axitinib.

Variable Category Number of patients Median (95% CI) p-Value
Events/total

Age, years                                                                             ≥65 4/11 12.8 (3.68-N.R.) 0.504
                                                                                              <65 4/6 5.92 (2.33-21.7)
Gender                                                                                   Male 5/12 21.7 (3.68-21.7) 0.241
                                                                                              Female 3/5 6.38 (4.08-12.8)
Histopathology                                                                      Clear-cell carcinoma 5/13 17.2 (5.92-21.7) <0.0001
                                                                                              Non-clear cell carcinoma 3/4 3.68 (2.33-4.08)
IMDC risk at the initiation of axitinib                                Favorable/intermediate 1/7 N.R. (6.38-N.R.) 0.166
                                                                                              Poor 7/10 7.59 (2.33-21.7)
Number of organs involving metastases                             Multiple 7/14 7.59 (3.68-21.7) 0.465
at the initiation of axitinib                                                  Single 1/3 N.R. (12.8-N.R.)

Liver metastasis status at the initiation of axitinib             Presence 2/3 3.01 (2.33-3.68) <0.0001
                                                                                              Absence 6/14 12.8 (4.08-21.7)
Duration of first-line time to progression, months             ≥12 5/9 6.38 (3.68-12.8) 0.273
                                                                                              <12 3/8 21.7 (2.33-21.7)
Best tumor response during first-line therapy                    Responder* 2/10 N.R. (3.68-N.R.) 0.139
                                                                                              Non-responder 6/7 6.76 (2.33-21.7)
Duration of second-line time to progression, months        ≥6 2/5 6.38 (5.92-N.R.) 0.915
                                                                                              <6 6/12 12.8 (3.68-21.7)
Best tumor response during second-line therapy               Responder* 2/6 6.15 (5.92-6.38) 0.247
                                                                                              Non-responder 6/11 12.8 (3.68-21.7)

CI: Confidence interval; IMDC: International Metastatic Renal Cell Carcinoma Database Consortium; N.R.: not reached. *Responder was defined
as a patient whose best tumor response was partial or complete response during therapy.



line targeted therapy after the failure of prior targeted therapies
(e.g., TKI-TKI-mTORi or TKI-mTORi-TKI) achieved a
median PFS of 3.7-3.9 months and an objective response rate
of 3.9-10.4% (18, 19). Another study showed that the median
OS after third-line initiation was 13.8 months, and the 1-year
OS rate was 54% (20). Additionally, in a previous study by
our group, the median PFS and OS after third-line initiation
following prior targeted therapies were 2.76 and 8.71 months,
respectively, and the objective response rate was 18.2% (15).
Taken together, although it is difficult to directly compare the
findings between the present study and previous ones, the
efficacy of axitinib after nivolumab appears to be superior
despite its usage as a “later”, third-line therapy.

Finally, several factors identified in the targeted therapy
era (21, 22) appear to be associated with survival when
axitinib is administered after ICIs. Thus, even after ICI
administration, these predictive factors may be useful in a
subsequent targeted therapy. We observed no association in
outcomes between third-line axitinib and prior therapies in
our analysis. However, Auvray et al. have reported that PFS
in second-line targeted therapy after first-line ICIs was
significantly longer in patients with a long first-line duration
of response (9). Furthermore, a positive correlation in
outcomes between first- and second-line targeted therapies
has been previously reported (14, 23, 24); however, further
studies are required to determine the correlation of outcomes
among each line in sequential therapy, including ICIs.

This study has several limitations. First, because this was
a retrospective study conducted in two centers with a small
sample size, biases of patient or drug selection could not be
avoided. Furthermore, because of the limited number of
events, we conducted only univariate analyses for PFS to
analyze risk factors. Second, the relatively shorter duration
of follow-up may have affected the interpretation of the
outcome analyses. Third, the irregular interval of
radiographic examinations may have introduced biases in
the analyses.

In conclusion, this retrospective study revealed the
reasonable therapeutic efficacy of axitinib as a third-line
targeted therapy after the failure of first-line TKI and
second-line nivolumab monotherapy in mRCC. Further
studies are needed to confirm our findings. 
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