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A  

adenocarcinoma 
A type of cancer that begins in the gland and may affect various 
organs in the body. Most cancers of the breast, pancreas, lung, 
prostate and colon are adenocarcinomas. 

adjuvant therapy 
 

Treatment given in addition to primary treatment e.g. 
chemotherapy, radiation therapy, or hormone therapy, to lower 
the risk of the cancer coming back (recurrence).  

adverse events (AEs) 

A medical problem that occurs during treatment with a drug or 
therapy – though not necessarily caused by the drug or therapy 
itself. Adverse events are graded according to severity: 
 

 Grade 1 - Mild  

 Grade 2 - Moderate  

 Grade 3 - Severe 

 Grade 4 - Life-threatening or disabling  

 Grade 5 - Death related to AE  
 

angiogenesis The process by which new blood vessels are formed.  

B   

benign 
A tumour that is considered to be non-malignant (not cancerous) 
and will not spread (metastasise) to other areas of the body. 

C   

carcinogen A cancer-causing substance. 

cell signalling 
The transfer of information from one cell to another. It is how 
cells interact with their environment and other cells around them. 

chemotherapy 
The treatment of cancer using drugs that kill cancer cells. Some 
medications used in chemotherapy may also be destructive to 
healthy cells. Often abbreviated to chemo. 

clinical investigator 
A medical professional who is involved in conducting a clinical 
trial.  

clinical trial 

An investigation or type of research study that tests how well a 
medication or medical approach works, its dosing and side 
effects and establishes its safety. Clinical trials may help to 
develop drugs and medical devices, determine effective 
treatments for diseases, and provide patients with alternative 
treatment options.  

compliance 
Following a recommended course of treatment, medical regimen 
or schedule correctly and consistently.   
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cytogenetic 
Concerned with the study of the structure and function of the cell, 
in particular chromosomes (part of a cell that contains genetic 
information) and chromosome abnormalities. 

cytotoxic 
A substance that is toxic or poisonous to cells, including cancer 
cells.  

E   

efficacy 
The ability of a drug to produce a desired beneficial effect. Often 
efficacy is established as an endpoint in a clinical trial. 
 

endpoint 

Refers to an event or outcome in a clinical trial that can be 
measured to determine the efficacy of a drug, and whether it is 
beneficial. Examples of endpoints include survival, improvements 
in quality of life, and symptom relief. 
 

enzyme A protein that speeds up chemical reactions in the body. 

F   

first-line 

The initial/first treatment given to a patient for any disease or 
condition. If patients progress after the first-line treatment, 
subsequent treatments may be added or used instead. 
 

 H   

haematological cancers Cancers of the blood and lymphatic system, for example 
leukaemia, lymphoma, and multiple myeloma.  

hazard ratio 

Hazard ratios are commonly used to present the results of 
survival data in clinical trials and to compare two compounds or 
treatments. They measure how often a particular event (e.g. 
disease progression) happens over a certain period of time. A 
hazard ratio of one means that there is no difference between the 
two groups. A hazard ratio of greater than one, or less than one, 
means that one group is better than the other.    
 

I   

incidence 
The number of times an event or disease occurs in the 
population over a given time. For example, a particular cancer 
may occur in one person in every 100,000 people each year.  

indication Refers to the use of a drug or treatment for a particular 
disease/condition.  

investigational 
Refers to a drug or procedure that has undergone basic 
laboratory testing and received approval to be tested in clinical 
trials in human subjects.  
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K  

kinase  

A type of enzyme (a protein that speeds up chemical reactions in 
the body) that adds chemicals called phosphates to other 
molecules, such as sugars or proteins. This may cause other 
molecules in the cell to become either active or inactive. Kinases 
are a part of many cell processes. Some cancer treatments 
target certain kinases that are linked to cancer. 

L  

label (v.s. off-label) 

Refers to the printed information which accompanies, 
supplements, or explains a product and its specific indications for 
use.   
 
‘Off-label’ use for prescription drugs means any use that is not 
specified in the approved labelling or “indications for use.”  

M  

malignant 

The term used to describe tumours that are cancerous and able 
to invade surrounding tissue and spread (metastasise) into 
nearby organs where they can cause serious, and eventually, 
fatal damage.  

meta-analysis 

A process that analyses data from different studies (on the same 
subject matter) in the hope of identifying patterns among study 
results, sources of disagreement among results, or other 
interesting relationships that may come to light.  

metastasis The spread of cancer from one part of the body (usually from the 
primary site - where it started) to other places in the body.   

mitosis   

Refers to a way that cells reproduce. By mitosis a cell splits to 
create two identical copies of the original cell. It is the normal 
process by which the body produces new cells for growth and 
repair. 

mutations  

Any changes in the DNA sequence of a cell. Mutations can be 
harmful, beneficial, or have no effect. If they occur in cells that 
make eggs or sperm, they can be inherited; if mutations occur in 
other types of cells, they are not inherited. Certain mutations may 
lead to cancer or other diseases. 

N  

neo-adjuvant therapy 
Treatment given as a first step to shrink a tumour before the main 
treatment (mostly surgery) is used. Neo-adjuvant therapy can 
include chemotherapy, radiation therapy, and hormone therapy. 
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O  

objective response rate 

(ORR) 

The proportion of trial participants whose tumour was no longer 
detectable (complete response, CR) or reduced in size by at 
least 30% (partial response, PR). If 6 out of 10 patients 
responded, the ORR is 60%. 

oncologist A doctor who specialises in cancer. 

open-label 
A type of clinical trial or study in which both the researchers and 
participants (patients) are aware of the drug or treatment being 
administered. 

outcome 
A specific result or effect that can be measured. Examples of 
outcomes include reduced tumour size, and improvement of 
disease. 

overall survival (OS) 

The length of time a patient has survived from either the point of 
diagnosis or the start of treatment. In a clinical trial, measuring 
the overall survival is one way to see how well a new treatment 
works. 

P  

patient reported 

outcomes (PRO) 

A questionnaire used in a clinical trial or a clinical setting, where 
the responses are collected directly from the patient. The 
questionnaire would include questions on, for example, general 
perceptions of well-being, pain, satisfaction with treatment, 
improvements in quality of life etc. 
 

phase I, II, III 

Clinical trials are conducted in a series of steps, called phases - 
each phase is designed to answer a separate research question. 

 Phase I: Researchers test a new drug or treatment in a 
small group of people for the first time to evaluate its 
safety, determine a safe dosage range, and identify side 
effects. 

 Phase II: The drug or treatment is given to a larger group 
of people to see if it is effective and to further evaluate its 
safety. 

 Phase III: The drug or treatment is given to large groups 
of people to confirm its effectiveness, monitor side 
effects, compare it to commonly used treatments, and 
collect information that will allow the drug or treatment to 
be used safely. 

placebo  

An inactive substance or treatment that looks the same as, and is 
given the same way as, a medicinal drug or treatment being 
tested. The effects of the active drug or treatment are compared 
to the effects of the placebo. 
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pooled analysis 

Similar to a traditional meta-analysis, except that exposure and 
outcome data are combined (or pooled) from multiple studies and 
are analysed as a single dataset. The pooling of data is often 
used to provide an overall summary of subgroup data or data 
from a number of related studies.  

prevalence 

How widely spread or how many people are affected by a 
disease in the community at any one time. The prevalence is 
affected by the incidence of the disease and how long people live 
once diagnosed. 

progression free 

survival (PFS) 
The amount of time, from the start of treatment, that a patient 
lives with a disease but it doesn’t get worse.  

Q  

quality of life 
A patient’s general well-being; this can include mental status, 
stress levels, self-perceived health status, the ability to undertake 
certain activities. 

R  

randomised 
Refers to the process by which subjects in a clinical trial are 
assigned, by chance, to separate groups that compare different 
treatments or other interventions.  

receptor 
A molecule inside or on the surface of a cell that binds to a 
specific substance, such as a drug, and causes a specific effect 
in the cell.  

regression A decrease in the size of a tumour or in the extent of cancer in 
the body. 

remission 

A decrease in or disappearance of the signs and symptoms of 
cancer. Remission can be partial – where some, but not all, signs 
and symptoms of cancer have disappeared; or complete – where 
all signs and symptoms of cancer have disappeared, although 
cancer still may be present in the body. 

resistance to treatment 

Cancer that does not respond to treatment. The cancer may 
immediately be resistant at the beginning of treatment and 
therefore the treatment has no effect; or tumour cells initially 
respond to a treatment but soon become resistant so that, in 
time, the treatment is no longer effective.  

S  

safety profile  

The known information about how safe a medicine is — what its 
side effects might be and the likelihood of side effects. Safety 
information from clinical studies (particularly adverse events) is 
used to establish a drug's safety profile. 
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second-line Subsequent treatment that is given to patients when initial 
treatment (first-line therapy) doesn’t work, or stops working. 

signal transduction 

The process by which a cell responds to substances in its 
environment. The binding of a substance to a molecule on the 
surface of a cell causes signals to be passed from one molecule 
to another inside the cell. These signals can affect many 
functions of the cell, including cell division and cell death.  

statistically significant 
A measure of difference between groups. The difference is said 
to be statistically significant if it is greater than what might be 
expected to happen by chance alone. 

T  

targeted therapy 

 

Therapies that have been designed to act on a particular aspect 
of cellular functioning that is responsible for cancerous cell 
growth and division. By blocking the signals that tell cancer cells 
to grow and divide uncontrollably, targeted cancer therapies can 
help to stop the growth and division of cancer cells. 

U  

unmet medical need A medical need that is not addressed adequately by an existing 
therapy. 

 
 


