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A new study found that programmed cell 
death 1 ligand 1 (PD-L1) is expressed in 
48% of primary penile carcinomas and is 
associated with negative high-risk human 
papilloma virus (hrHPV) status. The data 
also show that PD-L1 expression pattern 
(marginal or diffuse) might be a prognostic 
marker of lymph node status and survival.

In this report, which was recently pub-
lished in The Journal of Urology, researchers 
evaluated PD-L1 expression in 200 tumour 
samples from a well defined cohort of men 
with primary invasive penile carcinoma. 
Immunohistochemistry staining, excluding 
cytoplasmic staining, was scored positive 
or negative according to different cut-off 
values. At a 1% cut-off level, 96 samples 
(48%) were positive for PD-L1 expression. Of 
these tumours, 59 specimens expressed the 
marker predominantly at the stroma–tumour 
interface (marginal expression) and 36 speci-
mens had PD-L1 expression throughout 
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the tumour (diffuse expression). Status of 
hrHPV had previously been assessed using 
PCR; overall, 75.2% of tumours were negative 
for hrHPV and more hrHPV– samples were 
PD-L1+ (P = 0.03). 

Univariable analysis of PD-L1 status and 
clinical parameters revealed that, among 
PD-L1+ tumours, diffuse expression was asso-
ciated with positive lymph node status at  
staging and poor disease-specific survival 
(both P <0.01). In multivariable analysis, 
when comparing PD-L1+ with PD-L1– 
tumours, marginal and diffuse expression 
pattern was independently associated with 
negative lymph node status (OR 0.4) and with 
poor survival (HR 2.58), respectively. In sam-
ples from men with negative hrHPV status, 
these values were more pronounced (OR 0.25 
and HR 3.92, respectively).

Adding to previous data, these results 
further show that many penile carcinomas 
express PD-L1. In addition, PD-L1 expression 
pattern might be prognostic for lymph node 
status and survival.
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