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DESCRIPTION
Brain cancers, particularly malignant tumors like glioblastoma, 
are notoriously difficult to treat due to a variety of factors. One 
of the most significant hurdles is the Blood-Brain Barrier (BBB), 
a protective shield that tightly regulates the movement of 
substances between the bloodstream and the brain. While this 
barrier is essential for maintaining the brain's environment, it 
also makes it incredibly challenging to deliver therapeutic agents, 
including immunotherapies, to brain tumors. Despite this, 
immunotherapy has shown great potential in cancer treatment 
and innovative strategies are being developed to overcome the 
BBB and effectively target brain cancers. This article describes the 
role of immunotherapy in treating brain tumors and the exciting 
advances being made to circumvent the blood-brain barrier.

Understanding the blood-brain barrier

The blood-brain barrier is a highly selective and specialized 
structure made up of tightly joined endothelial cells that line the 
blood vessels in the brain. This barrier serves as a defense 
mechanism to protect the brain from harmful substances, such as 
toxins, pathogens and certain medications. However, it also 
restricts the entry of many therapeutic agents, including 
chemotherapies and immunotherapies, into the brain.

The BBB is particularly challenging for brain cancer treatments 
because it prevents many drugs from reaching the tumor site at 
effective concentrations. Additionally, brain tumors often have a 
unique microenvironment that further complicates treatment. 
This includes immune suppression, which allows cancer cells to 
avoid the body's natural defenses. Despite these challenges, the 
approach of immunotherapy has raised hopes for new treatments 
that could enhance the immune system's ability to target and 
eliminate brain tumors.

Immunotherapy and brain cancer

Immunotherapy works by utilizing the body’s immune system to 
recognize and destroy cancer cells. Unlike traditional treatments

such as chemotherapy, which work by directly killing cancer 
cells, immunotherapies aim to stimulate or enhance the body’s 
own immune response. This makes immunotherapy an attractive 
option for treating cancers, including brain tumors.

In recent years, immunotherapies such as immune checkpoint 
inhibitors, adoptive cell therapies, monoclonal antibodies and 
cancer vaccines have shown success in treating various cancers. 
However, the brain's unique immune environment and the 
presence of the blood-brain barrier have limited the efficacy of 
these treatments in brain cancers.

Overcoming the blood-brain barrier

There are several strategies currently being discovered to enhance 
the delivery of immunotherapies to brain tumors by overcoming 
the blood-brain barrier.

Focused Ultrasound (FUS): Focused ultrasound (FUS) is an 
innovative method being investigated for temporarily opening 
the blood-brain barrier in a precise and controlled manner. FUS 
uses high-frequency sound waves directed at specific brain 
regions to create temporary openings in the endothelial cells of 
the BBB. This allows therapeutic agents, including immuno-
therapies, to pass through and reach brain tumors more 
effectively.

When combined with microbubbles, which are injected into the 
bloodstream, the effect of FUS is improved, creating microscopic 
gaps in the blood-brain barrier. This non-invasive technique is 
being tested in clinical trials and has shown potential in 
improving drug delivery to brain tumors, potentially allowing for 
more effective immunotherapy treatments.

Nanotechnology: Nanotechnology offers another innovative 
approach to overcoming the blood-brain barrier. Nanoparticles, 
which are tiny particles ranging in size from 1 to 100 
nanometers, can be engineered to carry drugs, including 
immunotherapy agents, directly to brain tumors. These 
nanoparticles can be designed to either pass through the blood-
brain barrier due to their small size or be coated with targeting
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CONCLUSION
Immunotherapy has already transformed cancer treatment,
offering significant results in a variety of malignancies. However,
the blood-brain barrier remains a significant challenge in the
treatment of brain cancers, limiting the effectiveness of these
therapies. The advancements in drug delivery techniques, such
as focused ultrasound, nanotechnology, intranasal drug delivery,
immune checkpoint inhibitors and adoptive cell therapies, are
enabling for more effective immunotherapy treatments for brain
tumors.
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molecules that allow them to bind to specific receptors on 
tumor cells.

Nanoparticles can deliver immunotherapy agents more 
efficiently and with fewer side effects, compared to traditional 
drug delivery methods. By enhancing the bioavailability of these 
treatments and enabling sustained release at the tumor site, 
nanotechnology has the potential to revolutionize the way 
immunotherapy is delivered to brain cancer patients.

Intranasal drug delivery: Intranasal drug delivery is a 
novel method that utilizes the direct connection between the 
nasal cavity and the brain. When drugs are administered nasally, 
they can travel through the olfactory and trigeminal nerves, 
bypassing the blood-brain barrier entirely. This method allows 

for a non-invasive and efficient way to deliver drugs directly to 
the brain.
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