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VOYAGER study update - Prof Andy Ness 
 
We described the VOYAGER project in our May 2017 and November 2017 newsletters. To recap, 
VOYAGER, is an international collaboration led by Dr Paul Brennan at the International Agency for 
Research on Cancer. This award has three aims. The first is to evaluate the relationship between 
germline variants and risk of human papillomavirus (HPV) related oropharyngeal cancer. The second is 
to assess somatic mutation patterns in oral cancer and in oropharyngeal cancer. The third is to examine 
molecular markers, HPV and smoking history in OC and OPC outcome. Miranda Pring and Andy Ness 
travelled to Memphis this May to review progress – where Neil Hayes and Janine Twitchell made us 
most welcome. We discussed the results of analyses examining the association between genotype and 
risk of HPV positive and HPV negative oropharyngeal cancer separately (we will report on these results 
in a later newsletter when they are finalised). We reviewed progress with tissue genotyping (around 500 
tissue samples from Head and Neck 5000 will be included) and follow up.  And we enjoyed a little 
Southern hospitality including a trip to Sun Studios! 
 

Head & Neck 5000 Follow-up study update  
 
All data queries have now been returned and we are busy finalising the coding on the follow-up study 
data. Outstanding tissue samples have been chased and we and are now focussing on cases of particular 
interest; these include atypical serology, those with no risk factors and all nasopharyngeal and salivary 
gland cancers. If your site has any of these cases in the Head and Neck 5000 study, and you have been 
unable to provide us with a tissue block, we will ask for a FFPE block or H&E slide on loan so that we can  
cut sections or scan slides. It is important that we collect as many samples as possible as the data on the 
unusual cases is of great interest.  



 

 

H&N5000 website: www.headandneck5000.org.uk 

 

Introducing HEADSpAcE - Prof Andy Ness 
 
Translational studies of HEAD and neck cancer in South America and Europe (HEADSpAcE) is another 
international collaboration led by Dr Paul Brennan at the International Agency for Research on Cancer. 
This programme is funded by the EU Horizon 2020 programme. It comprises nine work packages that 
include work on: bio-repository co-ordination; predictors of delayed diagnosis; identification of HPV-
driven oropharyngeal cancers; germline and tumour genetics; biomarkers of recurrence and survival; 
dissemination and implementation into clinical practice. The consortium includes several of the groups 
already working on the VOYAGER project but also includes new partners based in South America. Mi-
randa Pring, Steve Thomas, Tom Dudding and Andy Ness flew to Lyon in March to attend the kick-off 
meeting. We met some old friends and some of our new research partners for the first time. We start-
ed to map out plans for this exciting but ambitious programme in which Head and Neck 5000 will play 
a key role. We also had time to sample a couple of Lyon’s famous Bouchons! 
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BAHNO Report - Prof Steven Thomas 
 
Professor Steve Thomas was invited to speak to the British Association of Head and Neck Oncologists 
conference on the 17th May 2019.  His talk covered the fundamentals of why the Head and Neck 5000 
study was set up and the methods used, highlighting important results and future plans. There was 
considerable interest in extending the resource in order to complete a further follow up and discussion 
on how we might secure core funding from April 2020 onwards. The conference attendees were 
supportive of the study and the feedback was that it has stimulated doctors treating people with head 
and neck cancer to get involved in analysing the study data.  If you are interested in working on the 
Head and Neck 5000 data please look at the website for information on how to apply:  http://
www.headandneck5000.org.uk/information-for-researchers/usingtheresource/ 

http://www.headandneck5000.org.uk/information-for-researchers/usingtheresource/
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Kate Ingarfield has left  
 
Our H&N5000 study statistician has left the team to move back home to Wales. Kate has been a 
valuable member of the team and we will all miss her. We wish her every success for the future.            
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Predictr2 Study - Dr Miranda Pring 
 
Head and Neck 5000 is supporting the Predictr2 study. This MRC funded, collaborative multicentre 
study is led by Professor Hisham Mehanna at the University of Birmingham. There is currently no way to 
determine which patients with oropharyngeal cancer would benefit from surgery, so treatment 
decisions are based on clinician preference and patient choice, rather than tumour biology. The aim of 
the Predictr2 study is to develop a reliable biomarker classifier to help predict which patients with 
oropharyngeal cancer may benefit from having surgery alongside chemotherapy and radiotherapy. 
Using a combination of pre-selected tissue based biomarkers the team will aim to validate an algorithm 
that will stratify patients into high and low risk groups.  

 
The project presents an opportunity for collaborative working between biomedical staff from six NHS 
pathology laboratories alongside six Pathologists working at different NHS Trusts across the UK.  The 
first meeting of the Predictr2 project management group took place in Birmingham on the 25th January 
2019 and was well attended by pathologists, biomedical scientists and members of the Head and Neck 
5000 scientific and management group. 

 
NHS laboratory staff and Consultant Pathologists are now working together to standardise and calibrate 
laboratory methodology and biomarker scoring protocols within a routine NHS setting. This process is 
being facilitated by the creation of a digital imaging platform centred on the use of a virtual microscope.  
Once the workup has been completed the study will aim to translate initial findings by carrying out 
further studies using tissue samples that have been donated by our HN5000 participants. This will allow 
for important linkage to epidemiological and follow up data that is held by the HN5000 study team.       
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Patient-reported swallowing function after surgery or radiotherapy for early T-stage oropharyngeal 
carcinoma: a population-based study - Rebecca Karsten 
 
Single-modality treatment with either surgery or radiotherapy (RT) can be a curative treatment for early 
T-stage oropharyngeal carcinoma. Previous studies have shown comparable (excellent) oncological 
outcomes but no studies have compared self-reported functional outcomes. In the present analyses we 
compared self-reported swallowing function between those offered surgery and those offered RT. 
Results showed that those offered RT had less favourable baseline characteristics and that those offered 
surgery needed adjuvant treatment more often. There was no difference in survival. At 12-month follow
-up participants offered RT reported more problems with swallowing (79% vs. 55%, risk ratio 1.6; 95%-
confidence interval 1.2–2.1, p=.002) in models adjusted for baseline characteristics. In those allocated 
to surgery who also received adjuvant therapy (n=78, 52%), the proportion with swallowing problems 
was similar to those allocated to RT alone. We, therefore, concluded that patients offered surgery alone 
had similar mortality but improved swallowing. However, over half of patients offered surgery alone 
received surgery and adjuvant therapy. Patients offered surgery alone should be selected carefully and 
informed of the potential risks and benefits. 


