
Surgery After Immunotherapy Boosts
Survival for Liver Cancer Patients
Cedars-Sinai study shows follow-up transplant or tumor removal is best for people with advanced
disease who responds well to immunotherapy.

December 15, 2025 By Christina Elston and Cedars-Sinai

A new Cedars-Sinai Cancer study shows that patients with advanced liver cancer who receive
immunotherapy to shrink their tumors have improved outcomes after liver transplant or tumor
removal.

The study, published in the journal Liver Cancer, found that these patients had overall survival
rates that were 85% higher than patients who received immunotherapy alone.

“The data we reviewed showed that patients who received follow-up transplants or tumor removal after
immunotherapy reduced the size of their tumors lived much longer than patients who just remained on
immunotherapy,” said Ju Dong Yang, MD, medical director of the Liver Cancer Program at Cedars-Sinai
and senior author of the study.
Liver cancer is rarely detected in the earliest stages, when tumors are small enough that a
transplant or removal is possible. In advanced liver cancer, immunotherapy—medications that
harness the power of a patient’s immune system—can shrink tumors but not cure the disease.

Previous research, also led by Cedars-Sinai, found that liver transplant or tumor removal is
possible after immunotherapy shrinks a tumor to “downstage” the cancer. In this new study
investigators wanted to see how well patients treated with these follow-up procedures fared.

They reviewed data on more than 4,300 patients with advanced liver cancer from the National
Cancer Database, which contains more than 70% of all newly diagnosed cancer cases in the U.S.

Despite the higher overall survival rates after follow-up procedures, only about 3% of patients on
immunotherapy went on to receive transplants or tumor removal. Most of those patients were
treated at academic medical centers like Cedars-Sinai, the investigators found.

“Performing liver transplant following immunotherapy isn’t yet common practice,” Yang said. “This
is unfortunate, as patients with advanced liver cancer often die without such treatment—even if
their cancer is under control—because they also have other liver ailments. A transplant leaves the
patient with a healthy liver.”

https://www.cedars-sinai.edu/health-sciences-university/research/departments-institutes/cancer.html?prevPageName=cs-org%3Acedars-sinai%3Anewsroom%3Asurgery-after-immunotherapy-boosts-survival-for-liver-cancer-patients
https://karger.com/lic/article/doi/10.1159/000547230/930950/Curative-Treatment-after-Immunotherapy-Leads-to
https://researchers.cedars-sinai.edu/JuDong.Yang?prevPageName=cs-org%3Acedars-sinai%3Anewsroom%3Asurgery-after-immunotherapy-boosts-survival-for-liver-cancer-patients


Yang plans to further make his case for more aggressive treatment for these patients through a
new study that will launch in the coming months. Investigators will enroll patients who receive
immunotherapy followed by liver transplants and will record their outcomes.

“When our physician-scientists create studies based on patient needs and then apply their findings
to patient care, it improves outcomes for everyone we serve and for patients around the world,”
said Robert Figlin, MD, interim director of Cedars-Sinai Cancer. “As an academic medical center,
that is our mission.”
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This news release was published by Cedars-Sinai on November 13, 2025.
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