
Abstract. Background/Aim: The aim of this study was to
evaluate the relationship between T790M status and the
characteristics of non-small cell lung cancer (NSCLC)
patients undergoing rebiopsy after initial epidermal growth
factor receptor-tyrosine kinase inhibitor (EGFR-TKI) therapy
and whether the site of rebiopsy has an effect on the detection
rate for T790M in these patients. Materials and Methods: We
retrospectively reviewed the clinical data from stage IV or
recurrent NSCLC patients who harbored EGFR mutations
and who had initially received EGFR-TKI at our Center from
January 2009 to December 2016. Results: Overall, 129
patients were included. The median age at EGFR-TKI
therapy initiation was 73 years and 110 showed progressive
disease. The presence of T790M mutation was associated
with significantly longer progression-free survival (PFS) and
EGFR mutation status. The participants’ characteristics and
rebiopsy site did not affect the T790M detection rate.
Conclusion: It is highly recommended that patients with exon
19 deletions and long PFS undergo screening for T790M.

Worldwide, lung cancer is the most common cancer
associated with mortality, and non-small cell lung cancer
(NSCLC) is its most prevalent type. With developments in
chemotherapy, the overall survival of patients with NSCLC
has improved; however, the use of chemotherapy is limited.
In 2004, mutations of epidermal growth factor receptor
(EGFR) were discovered in some NSCLCs. It was also
reported that NSCLCs harboring EGFR mutations responded
well to treatment with EGFR tyrosine kinase inhibitors

(EGFR-TKIs) (1, 2). EGFR mutations are frequently
observed in Asian women who have adenocarcinoma and
have never smoked (3). Approximately 45% of Japanese
patients with lung adenocarcinoma had EGFR mutations (4).
However, most of these patients had a relapse after EGFR-
TKI therapy due to acquired resistance. T790M is a major
acquired resistant mutation in NSCLCs with EGFR
mutations. It was detected in 53%-62% of the rebiopsy
specimens obtained from patients with acquired resistance
after EGFR-TKI treatment (5-7). Overcoming this resistance
is crucial in improving the survival of patients with EGFR
mutations after the failure of initial EGFR-TKI therapy. 

Afatinib is an irreversible ErB-family blocker which has
shown preclinical activity against the T790M mutation (8).
However, LUX-Lung 4 (9) demonstrated modest afatinib
activity with a progression-free survival (PFS) of 4.4 months
and an objective response rate of 8.2% in patients whose
disease progressed during the administration of erlotinib
and/or gefitinib. 

Osimertinib is a third-generation irreversible EGFR-TKI
that is both EGFR mutation- and T790M mutation-selective.
In AURA 3 (10), it was observed that osimertinib had a
significantly greater efficacy than platinum plus pemetrexed
in patients with T790M-positive NSCLC in whom the
disease had progressed during first-line EGFR-TKI therapy.
In Japan, osimertinib is now available for T790M-positive
patients after disease progression during initial EGFR-TKI
therapy, and rebiopsy was to be performed to detect T790M
in these patients. 

This study evaluated the relationship between T790M
status and the characteristics of patients undergoing rebiopsy
after initial EGFR-TKI therapy. 

Patients and Methods
Study participants. Data were extracted retrospectively from
patients’ medical records at the National Hospital Organization
Nagoya Medical Center (Nagoya, Japan). The chosen patients had
NSCLC stage IIB-IV or recurrent NSCLC, had active EGFR
mutations, had an Eastern Cooperative Oncology Group (ECOG)
performance status (PS) of 0-4, and received initial EGFR-TKI
treatment at our institute. Patients with de novo T790M mutations
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were excluded. The study was approved by the institutional review
board of Nagoya Medical Center on November 2, 2017 (approval
number: 2017-61). Written informed consent for the testing of
EGFR mutations, detection of T790M mutation, and performance
of rebiopsy was obtained from each patient.

EGFR mutation analysis. Every specimen was analyzed using the
cobas® EGFR Mutation Test v2, obtained from Roche Diagnostics
(Indianapolis, IN, USA), with real-time polymerase chain reactions
to detect mutations in exons 18-21 of the EGFR gene according to
the manufacturer’s instructions.

Data collection. The study was conducted between January 2009
and December 2016. Progressive disease (PD) was defined as the
presence of tumor growth, as measured through imaging based on
the Response Evaluation Criteria in Solid Tumors version 1.1 (11)
or as a worsening of clinical symptoms.

We collected data on patients’ characteristics, clinical course,
initial site of recurrence after treatment with EGFR-TKI, and the
T790M status of the patients undergoing rebiopsy, which was
defined as biopsy performed to detect T790M after the failure of the
initial EGFR-TKI treatment. The rebiopsy sites were also analyzed.

Statistical analysis. Analyses were conducted using PASW Statistics
21.0 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL). Chi-square and Fisher’s exact tests
were used to assess the correlation between patients’ characteristics
and T790M status, and between the rebiopsy site and T790M status.
A Mann–Whitney U-test was used to assess the correlation between
the median period from the time of EGFR-TKI therapy failure to
the first rebiopsy and T790M status, and between the median
number of times a biopsy was performed and T790M status. The
PFS was calculated from the date of the initiation of EGFR-TKI
therapy to the date of progression; this was assessed using the
Kaplan–Meier method and compared using a log-rank test.
Differences with a p-value<0.05 were considered statistically
significant.

Results

Patients’ characteristics. Between January 2009 and
December 2016, 129 patients received EGFR-TKI treatment
at our institute; the characteristics of these patients are shown
in Table I. The cohort comprised 81 (67%) women, with a
median age of 73 years (range=38-97 years). All patients
were Asian. A total of 104 patients (81%) had an ECOG PS
of 0-1; most patients (128 patients, 99%) had
adenocarcinoma, and two-thirds of them had stage IV
disease. The proportion of patients harboring the exon 19
deletion (19 del) was similar to that of patients with the point
mutation in exon 21 (L858R). Two patients were excluded
as they had de novo T790M mutations, and 1 patient was
excluded because of missing data. The number of patients
with PD was 110, and 42 (38%) of them underwent rebiopsy
(Figure 1). The others did not undergo rebiopsy due to
deterioration of their general condition, treatment policy of
best supportive care, and inability to biopsy the progressive
lesion. Rebiopsy was performed 50 times in 42 patients, with

a median of 1 time (range=1-3 times). T790M-positivity was
observed in 20 patients from 20 biopsies and T790M-
negativity was observed in 17 patients from 22 biopsies. Five
patients had a pathologically negative status (Figure 1). 

Progressive lesions. Primary lesions were the most
commonly observed in sites with PD, followed by the bone,
sites of pulmonary metastasis, and the brain (Figure 2). The
numbers of patients showing disease progression in the bone
and brain, which are difficult sites to biopsy, were 25 and 11,
respectively. Bone and/or brain progression was observed in
25 patients, and biopsies were performed on 3 of them.

Patients who underwent rebiopsy. Of the 42 patients who
underwent rebiopsy, 20 had T790M mutations, of whom 18
received osimertinib. The T790M-positive group had a
significantly higher number of 19 dels than the T790M-
negative group (p=0.0016, Table II), and thrice as many 19
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Table I. Patients’ characteristics during the initial EGFR-TKI therapy
(n=129).

Characteristic                                                                     No.

Median age, years (range)                                            73 (38-97)
Gender                                                                                
  Male                                                                             48
  Female                                                                         81
ECOG PS                                                                           
  0                                                                                   55
  1                                                                                   49
  2                                                                                   12
  3                                                                                   10
  4                                                                                     1
  NA                                                                                 2
Stage                                                                                   
  IIB                                                                                  1
  IIIA                                                                                3
  IIIB                                                                                 7
  IV                                                                                 96
  Recurrence after surgery                                             23
Histological type                                                                
  Adeno                                                                        128
  Squamous                                                                      1
EGFR mutation type                                                          
  Exon 19 deletion                                                         63
  L858R                                                                          59
  Others                                                                             7
EGFR-TKI                                                                          
  Gefitinib                                                                     109
  Erlotinib                                                                       13
  Erlotinib + Bevacizumab                                              3
  Afatinib                                                                          4

EGFR: Epidermal growth factor receptor; TKI: tyrosine kinase
inhibitor; ECOG: Eastern Cooperative Oncology Group; NA: not
applicable; PS: performance status.



dels as those with L858R mutations. Patients’ characteristics
such as sex, smoking status, proportion of stage IV disease,
time between EGFR-TKI therapy failure and first rebiopsy,
and the number of biopsies did not affect the T790M status
in the rebiopsies (Table II). T790M mutations were detected
in 3 patients after the second rebiopsy, 4, 11, and 19 months
after the first one.

T790M status and PFS after the initial EGFR-TKI treatment.
T790M-positive patients showed a significantly longer PFS
than the T790M-negative patients (527 [range=321-733
days] vs. 230 [range=132-328 days] days, p=0.007), as
shown in Figure 3.

T790M status and rebiopsy site. In terms of the rebiopsy site,
the most common site was the primary lesion (19 times,
38%) followed by pleural effusion (6 times, 12%). The
correlation between the rebiopsy site and T790M status was
reviewed. As shown in Figure 4, the proportion of T790M
mutations in the same site as that of the initial biopsy was
not significantly different from other sites (38% vs. 57%,
p=0.217). The rebiopsy site, whether intra-thoracic or not,
did not result in a significant difference in the proportion of
T790M mutations (45% vs. 54%, p=0.588). 

Discussion

Currently, osimertinib is available for patients with EGFR
mutations after disease progression during EGFR-TKI
therapy. Therefore, the performance of a rebiopsy is important
in detecting T970M mutations in those patients. Ideally,

rebiopsy should be performed in all such patients; however,
it is feasible in only 68-82% of cases (12). It stands to reason
to perform the rebiopsy from the site that will provide the
higher probability of detecting the T790M mutation.
However, it was found that the rebiopsy site did not influence
the T790M status, which is in line with the findings in a
previous study by Tseng et al. (6). Thus, persisting on a
specific site for rebiopsy might not be warranted. 

Furthermore, Li et al. (7) and Hata et al. (13) showed that
the T790M status did not correlate with patients’
characteristics such as sex, smoking status, proportion of
stage IV disease, time between EGFR-TKI therapy failure
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Figure 1. Flow chart of the study procedure. PD: Progressive disease; EGFR-TKI: epidermal growth factor receptor-tyrosine kinase inhibitor.

Figure 2. Number of progressive lesions in PD cases after initial EGFR-
TKI therapy. CSF: Cerebrospinal fluid; PD: progressive disease;
EGFR: epidermal growth factor receptor; TKI: tyrosine kinase inhibitor.
“Others” include the kidney, spleen, skin, ascites, and thyroid gland.



and first rebiopsy, and number of biopsies. Similarly, no
correlations between patients’ characteristics and T790M
status were observed. 

T790M mutations were detected in 53-62% of the
specimens obtained by rebiopsy from patients who acquired
resistance after EGFR-TKI treatment (5-7); this is in
agreement with our data in that T790M mutations were
observed in 54% of patients in whom rebiopsy was performed. 

Hata et al. reported that the prevalence of T790M mutations
was higher among patients with 19 dels and acquired resistance
to EGFR-TKI (19 dels 40%, L858R 24%); however, the
difference was not significant (p=0.3343) (11). Tseng et al. also
described that 19 dels and L858R accounted for 59.2% and
36.7% of all mutations in patients with emerging T790M

mutations, respectively (6). In AURA trials, the major type of
EGFR mutation was 19 del, which accounted for 62-68% of
all EGFR mutations (13, 14). Our study showed that the
number of patients with 19 dels (75%) significantly
outnumbered that of those with the L858R mutation among
T790M-positive patients; this result is similar to those observed
in previous trials. Thus, 19 del mutations may be more readily
detected, regardless of the efficacy of EGFR-TKI.

With regards to the initial EGFR-TKI treatment, we found
that T790M-positive patients had a significantly longer PFS
than T790M-negative patients (527 days vs. 230 days,
p=0.007). This is consistent with the results obtained by
Gaut et al. (15) who showed that T790M-positive patients
on first-line treatment had a significantly longer PFS than
T790M-negative patients (12.0 months vs. 9.0 months,
p=0.021). In addition, T790M-positive patients have also
been reported to have long post-progression survival (5, 12). 

Regarding biopsy timing and T790M status, Tseng et al.
reported that there was no association between T790M status
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Table II. Patients’ characteristics and T790M status.

                                                                                                                                               T790M+ (n=20)                T790M− (n=22)               p-Value
                                                                                                                                                                                                     
Gender                                                                                                                                                                                                                          1
  Male                                                                                                                                              6                                         7                                  
  Female                                                                                                                                        14                                       15                                  
Smoking status                                                                                                                                                                                                            0.76
  Former/current                                                                                                                             7                                         9                                  
  Never                                                                                                                                          13                                       13                                  
EGFR mutation type                                                                                                                                                                                                   0.0016
  Exon 19 deletion                                                                                                                        15                                         5                                  
  L858R                                                                                                                                           5                                       16                                  
  Others                                                                                                                                           0                                         1                                  
Median period between EGFR-TKI failure and the 1st rebiopsy (days) (range)                  197 (0-1322)                      181 (0-657)                    0.50
Median number of times biopsy was performed (range)                                                            1 (1-2)                                1 (1-3)                        1

EGFR: Epidermal growth factor receptor; TKI: tyrosine kinase inhibitor.

Figure 3. Progression-free survival after initial EGFR-TKI therapy,
based on the T790M status.

Figure 4. Association between rebiopsy site and T790M status.



and rebiopsy timing (6). However, Graziano et al. (16) and
Hata et al. (17) reported that the T790M status varied based
on the biopsy site within the same patient. In this study, 3
patients showed temporal heterogeneity of T790M mutations
in the second rebiopsy. 

Our study has certain limitations. First, since it was a
single-center retrospective study, the number of patients and
biopsies performed was small, leading to a possibility of
bias. Since the rebiopsy rate was low in the current study,
comparisons with the findings of previous studies (18, 19)
may not yield an accurate picture of differences between the
T790M-positive and- negative groups. Second, rebiopsies
could not be performed for all the lesions, especially those
of the bone and brain, which were difficult to obtain. Third,
although some of the included patients received EGFR-TKI
as first-line therapy, others received it as second- or third-
line treatment. The therapies used before that may have
affected the results in those patients. Fourth, the rebiopsy
timings varied considerably, based on physicians’ decisions. 

Conclusion
In conclusion, among NSCLC patients treated with EGFR-
TKI, those with T790M mutations were found to frequently
also show 19 dels, compared to T790M-negative patients. In
addition, T790M-positive patients had a longer PFS.
Therefore, screening these patients for T790M mutations
may help in improving survival.

The T790M status did not correlate with the rebiopsy site;
however, in the second rebiopsy, we observed temporal
heterogeneity of the T790M mutations. Thus, there might be
no point in persisting on a specific site for rebiopsy. Second
rebiopsy could be considered when the first rebiopsy reveals
T790M-negativity.
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