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A randomised study of the effects of letrozole and anastrozole on oestrogen receptor positive breast cancers in postmenopausal women

Introduction

Approximately 75% of human breast cancers express oestrogen receptor (ER) and are considered ER positive [1]. In these tumours oestrogen deprivation or antagonism are effective treatments for some but not all women. The two non-steroidal third generation aromatase inhibitors anastrozole and letrozole have been shown to be more effective than tamoxifen in postmenopausal women with ER positive breast cancers in the metastatic, neoadjuvant and adjuvant settings [2][3][4][5][6][7][8]. In the PO24 neoadjuvant study, letrozole was statistically superior to tamoxifen in all endpoints [4], whereas in the IMPACT study neoadjuvant anastrozole produced similar response rates to tamoxifen although there were no significant differences in clinical and ultrasound objective response rates between the three arms, but there was a significantly greater rate of breast conserving surgery in women randomised to receive anastrozole compared to tamoxifen, P = 0.03 [3].

In the IMPACT study, measurement of Ki67 after 2 weeks of treatment was predictive of the efficacy of these drugs in the parallel adjuvant ATAC trial [9]. Additionally Ki67 levels after 2 weeks of treatment correlated significantly with relapse free survival in this pre-surgical study [10]. These findings support the validity of short term changes in Ki67 as an intermediate marker of clinical effectiveness of endocrine therapy [11,12]. This justifies the selection of 2 weeks treatment duration of the current study.

There have been few trials comparing the efficacy of anastrozole and letrozole directly. One study did compare the two drugs as second line therapy in advanced breast cancer and showed no difference in the primary endpoint of time to progression [13]. Studies comparing the potency of these two agents in reducing circulating oestrogen have shown that letrozole is a more complete inhibitor of aromatase than anastrozole [13,14].

The aim of this study was to compare whether there was a significant difference between letrozole and anastrozole in their short term effects on ER, PgR and proliferation in a series of postmenopausal women with ER positive operable breast cancers. Secondarily the study set out to investigate the effects of these two agents in subsets of HER2 positive and HER2 negative cancers because it has been hypothesised that aromatase inhibitors may be particularly effective in the subset of patients that are HER2 positive.

Patients and methods

All patients with suspected breast cancer in Edinburgh have a core biopsy performed at the initial clinic visit using an automated 14 gauge hand held biopsy gun which is usually image guided. The aim is to get 4-5 good cores for histology assessment.

Two hundred and eleven patients were recruited into the study. Eligibility criteria for this study included histologically confirmed invasive cancer which was ER positive (ALLRED score of 2 or more) in women who were postmenopausal, as defined by no menstruation over the last 12 months and/or FSH/LH levels being within the postmenopausal range. Eligibility criteria excluded patients who were taking hormones or other treatments during the study period. Patients who had previously taken HRT were included provided they had stopped HRT at least 2 weeks prior to trial entry.

After giving informed written consent, patients were randomised to receive 14 days of treatment with anastrozole (1 mg) or 14 days of treatment with letrozole (2.5 mg). The study was open labelled and was approved by the Lothian Research Ethics Committee. There were five major protocol violations; three patients entered but did not take any tablets; one patient did not proceed to surgery (as the patient was diagnosed with bone metastases) and one patient was premenopausal on hormone analysis. These five were not included in any analyses. Two hundred and six patients with 209 operable ER positive breast cancers completed the study which ran between July 2002 and August 2003.

Patients underwent surgery 14 days after starting letrozole or anastrozole and took their last tablet on the day of surgery. Fixed tissue was available from all patients from the diagnostic biopsy and from the surgical excision specimen.

After operation post-operative adjuvant therapy was based on the histology, stage and hormone receptor status and did not differ from patients not in this trial. Relatively few patients received adjuvant aromatase inhibitors as tamoxifen was the standard hormonal agent in use in 2002-2003 in the unit. All patients within this study are under follow up and data on disease free survival and overall survival is being collected with the aim of correlating 14 day Ki67 changes and outcome.

Power calculation

All eligible patients presenting to the Edinburgh Breast Unit between July 2002 and August 2003 were approached for inclusion in this trial. To detect a significant difference between drugs with 200 patients the baseline Ki67 would have to be reduced by 84% (relative ratio 6.1) on one drug and by 90% (relative ratio 9.9) on the other drug.

Analysis of markers

Fixed tissue from initial core biopsy and the excised tumour were stained in the Department of Pathology and scored by two independent observers. The pre and post surgery samples were stained in the same run and a range of positive and negative controls were included in each run.

ER expression

ER a expression was assessed within the Edinburgh Breast Unit laboratory of the University of Edinburgh using the primary antibody (ER a clone 6F11 from mouse melanoma p3 ms1-Ag4-1 supplied by Novacastra) applied at a concentration of 1 in 25.

PgR expression

The primary antibody was the anti PgR antibody (Clone PgR 636) supplied by Dako cytomation used at a concentration of 1 in 100.

Ki67 proliferation associated antigen expression

The primary antibody was an MIB1 anti-Ki67 antibody supplied by DAKO cytomation and used at a concentration of 1 in 50. Ki67 expression was recorded as the percentage of positively staining nuclei: two observers each counted at least 1,000 cells and the mean value of the two scores was used.

HER2 expression

Immunohistochemistry using the HercepTest (DAKO) was performed and scored according to the manufacturer's recommendations in a reference laboratory (the Department of Academic Biochemistry in the Royal Marsden Hospital, London). Manual scores of 2+ were tested for amplification by fluorescence in situ hybridization (FISH). The Pathvysion HER-2 FISH kit was used according to manufacturer's recommendations and results with an amplification ratio of C2.0 were accepted as positive.

Statistical analysis

The statistical analysis was conducted by an independent statistician. All 206 patients were included in the analysis. The hormone therapy for each patient was coded to maintain the blind assessment and avoid bias. Proliferation scores were transformed on the log scale to achieve Normality of the data. Results are give as the geometric mean and confidence intervals, in order to preserve the units of measurement, although the analysis was conducted on the transformed data.

Analysis of variance was the principal method of analysis, supported by the v 2 test for trend for discrete data. Fisher's Exact test was used to examine the relationship between drug and number of patients for whom proliferation had fallen to below 1% after 14 days.

Results

One hundred and one patients received anastrozole (103 tumours) and 105 received letrozole (106 tumours). Two patients had 28-35 days of treatment due to surgery being postponed for health reasons. Nine patients had minor protocol violations taking drugs for slightly fewer or longer than 14 days: one patient (12 days); two patients (13 days); five patients (15 days); one patient (18 days).

The average age of the patients enrolled in the study was 64 years with a range of 43-86. Average tumour size (as measured by ultrasound) was 19.6 mm with a range of 3-70 mm. The patients had an average Nottingham Prognostic Index of 3.8 with a range of 2.1-7.4. One patient in the anastrozole group had insufficient invasive cancer in the core biopsy when re-cut for the study and so the total number in the anastrozole arm available for analysis was 100 patients with 102 cancers.

Changes in ER expression

There was a mean fall in ER Allred score in the whole series of 0.32 (95% CI [0.20, 0.44] P \ 0.0001). The degree of fall in ER in individual patients treated with anastrozole and letrozole is shown in Table 1. There was a mean fall of 0.23 [9.06, 0.40], P = 0.0033 for anastrozole and a mean fall of 0.41 [0.24, 0.57], P \ 0.0001 for letrozole. The mean difference between the mean falls (anastrozole-letrozole) was 0.18 [-0.42, 0.05], P = 0.14, indicating no differences between the two drugs.

Changes in PgR receptor

There was a mean fall in the progesterone receptor Allred score in the whole series of 2.54 (95% CI [2.20, 2.89]) P \ 0.0001. The changes in individual patients for the two drugs are shown in Table 2 (see supplementary material).

Anastrozole treatment resulted in a mean fall of 2.36 [1.87, 2.86], P \ 0.0001 and letrozole a mean fall of 2. 72 [2.23, 3.20], P \ 0.0001. There was no significant difference between the drugs (mean difference (anastrozoleletrozole) = -0.35 [-1.05, 0.34], P = 0.32). Sixty-five out of 102 (64%) had a reduction in PgR on anastrozole compared with 75 of 106 (71%) on letrozole (P = 0.3).

Ki67 status

In 200 of the 208 cancers there was a fall in the percentage of cells staining positive with Ki67 antibody following treatment. The changes in Ki67 with both anastrozole and letrozole were highly significant for both drugs and are shown in Table 3a. There was no significant difference in the changes in Ki67 between anastrozole and letrozole, P = 0.79 and no difference between drugs in the numbers of tumours in which proliferation was reduced to less than 1% (Table 3b).

Patients with ER scores of 6-8 had lower initial rates of proliferation than patients who had ER scores of ER 2-5 (P = 0.04). The differences in the fall in proliferation between ER poor (2-5) and ER rich (6-8) cancers are presented in Table 4a. There was a statistically significant difference between ER categories in the numbers of tumours after treatment having 1% or less Ki67 positive cells, with tumours having ER scores of 6-8 being significantly more likely to have Ki67 scores of less than or equal to 1% at 14 days post treatment compared with tumours with an Allred score of 2-5 (P = 0.008) (Table 4b).

The changes in Ki67 in both ER poor (2-5) and ER rich (6-8) were statistically significant for both drugs although the changes were not significant between the two drugs (Table 5a andb). Only four tumours had ER scores of two, and of these four, two fell to ER zero, one remained the same and one increased to ER3. However, the relative ratio in proliferation for these four tumours was 13.9 (92% fall from baseline to post-treatment), with a confidence interval of 4.4-43.9 (22.7%, 97.7%), P \ 0.0001.

The effects of letrozole and anastrozole on proliferation were not significantly influenced by PgR. The relative ratio in Ki67 in the PgR positive group (n = 158) was 7.39 (5.61, 9.72) (geometric mean and 95% CI) with anastrozole and 6.75 (5.23, 8.71) with letrozole (both ratios P \ 0.0001). In PgR negative patients (n = 50) the falls were 4.18 (2.66, 6.56) and 5.87 (3.52, 9.77) respectively (both ratios P \ 0.0001). The difference in ratios in Ki67 between PgR positive and negative groups almost reached statistical significance at the 5% level (P = 0.054), but the sample is likely to be underpowered to detect a significant difference in this dimension.

HER2 Status

Tumours that were HER2 positive had a significantly higher initial proliferation than tumours that were HER2 negative (P = 0.03) (Table 6a). There were marked Values are given as the back-transformed geometric means (95% CI) in order to preserve the units of measurement, although P-values were calculated using the log transformed data a Relative size of baseline to post-treatment percentages Values are given as the back-transformed geometric means (95% CI) in order to preserve the units of measurement, although P-values were calculated using the log transformed data a Relative size of baseline to post-treatment percentages reductions in Ki67 in both the HER2+ve and HER2-ve cancers following treatment (Table 6a). Both anastrozole and letrozole reduced proliferation significantly in both HER2+ve and HER2-ve groups (P \ 0.0001 for all groups). Patients who had HER2+ve cancers had a lower initial PgR score than those with HER2-ve cancers (HER2+ve n = 24, mean PgR at diagnosis 3.29 (2.12-4.46); HER2-ve n = 184, mean PgR at diagnosis 4.67 (4.25, 5.10); difference HER2-ve -HER2+ve = 1.38 (0.14-2.63) P = 0.03). There was no evidence of HER2 status influencing the fall in PgR (P = 0.15) after drug treatment, or of any interaction between HER2 status and PgR status (Table 6b).

Discussion

Anastrozole and letrozole are potent third generation aromatase inhibitors which cause profound depression of plasma oestrogen levels in postmenopausal women [15]. There is evidence that there are differences between the two drugs with letrozole being a more potent inhibitor of aromatase [16] and at clinically used doses letrozole reduces oestrogen levels to a greater degree than anastrozole [14]. There is some indirect evidence suggesting that there may be a dose response relationship between the degree of oestrogen suppression and the clinical effectiveness of drugs in breast cancer. One large Values are given as the back-transformed geometric means (95% CI) in order to preserve the units of measurement, although P-values were calculated using the log transformed data a Relative size of baseline to post-treatment percentages randomised trial demonstrated greater efficacy of 2.5 mg of letrozole which produces 99% aromatase inhibition compared with 500 mg of aminoglutethimide which inhibits aromatase by approximately 85% indicating that more potent inhibitors of aromatase may produce a better clinical outcome [17].

Clinical data indicate that both letrozole and anastrozole are effective agents in postmenopausal women with ER positive breast cancer. In the first line study comparing letrozole and tamoxifen in patients with metastatic breast cancer, letrozole was superior in all endpoints both in the intention to treat and in subgroup analysis [2]. While anastrozole has been shown to be superior to tamoxifen in postmenopausal women with breast cancer in the subgroup of patients known to be ER positive, no significant benefit was seen in the intention to treat analysis [18]. In the neoadjuvant setting letrozole was again superior to tamoxifen in all endpoints [4] whereas studies comparing anastrozole and tamoxifen showed no significant improvement in response rates with anastrozole although greater numbers of patients did achieve breast conserving surgery with anastrozole than with tamoxifen [3].

There is one direct study comparing anastrozole and letrozole in the second line setting in patients with metastatic disease who had already received tamoxifen. There was no difference in the primary endpoint of time to progression but a significantly greater overall response rate was reported in patients treated by letrozole compared to women treated by anastrozole [13]. This improved response rate was only seen in patients whose ER status was unknown. In patients whose cancer was known to be ER positive there was no apparent difference in the response rate between the two drugs.

There is increasing interest in identifying biological markers that will allow direct comparisons of drug efficacy. Ki67 has been studied extensively and has been widely used both as a prognostic marker and as a biological marker to compare drug effects [19]. In the IMPACT study the efficacy of anastrozole alone, tamoxifen alone or the two drugs together in reducing Ki67 paralleled their efficacy in the adjuvant ATAC trial [3]. The changes in Ki67 in patients treated with differing doses of fulvestrant also mirrored clinical efficacy with doses of 250 mg producing greater reductions in Ki67 and being more effective clinically than doses of 125 mg. Higher doses of fulvestrant were also more effective at down regulating both ER and PgR expression [20]. More recently data from the IMPACT trial have shown that the absolute level of Ki67 after 2 weeks of treatment is an independent predictor for disease free survival [10]. There are thus ample data to indicate that changes in Ki67 during treatment with endocrine agents offer an opportunity to evaluate and compare the effectiveness of different drugs.

Although there was a small fall in ER in patients treated by 14 days of either anastrozole or letrozole, the majority of patients had either no fall or only a change of one Allred score. This fall in ER is almost certainly explained by the variation previously described when comparing cores and tissue sections [21], and importantly in a parallel neoadjuvant study in which patients had a core biopsy at diagnosis and after 2 weeks treatment no consistent fall in ER was seen [22]. Recently Ellis did report that breast cancers which lost their ER expression at 4 months had a poor long term outcome [23]. Whether the falls in ER observed in this study indicate some cancers losing hormone independence is not clear. There were significant falls in PgR following treatment and the majority of patients treated with anastrozole and letrozole had reductions in PgR expression. Although the mean fall was higher with letrozole 2.72 (2.23-3.20) than anastrozole 2.36 (1.87-2.86), the difference between the two drugs was not statistically significant, P = 0.32. The failure to identify significant differences between the two drugs suggests either that the significant differences in the degree of oestrogen suppression between the two agents is not associated with significant differences in their ability to down regulate PgR expression or that insufficient numbers were included in this study to detect any small difference that does exist between the two drugs.

Both letrozole and anastrozole were extremely effective at reducing proliferation with no evident difference between the two drugs. Of 208 cancers, there was a fall in proliferation in 200. Both drugs were effective in all ER categories. Significantly greater numbers of patients with ER rich cancers (Allred scores 6-8) compared with ER poor cancers (2-5) achieved a cell cycle response and switch off proliferation (\1% +ve cells). Tumours with an ER score of 2 have previously been considered as ER negative and were included in this study to explore whether aromatase inhibitors did produce significant biological effects in these cancers. The decision to classify these tumours as ER negative was based on work with tamoxifen but in this study both aromatase inhibitors produced falls in proliferation in such cancers questioning the current classification of these tumours as ER negative.

HER2 positive cancers (14% of total group) had a significantly higher initial proliferation rate and a lower PgR level than HER2 negative cancers. There were significant falls in proliferation in both HER2 positive and HER2 negative cancers with both aromatase inhibitors with no evidence to suggest differences between HER2 negative and HER2 positive cancers in terms of percentage Ki67 decrease. These results support clinical observations that response rates to letrozole in the neoadjuvant setting are similar for both HER2 positive and HER2 negative cancers [24]. Although the degree of reduction in proliferation was similar in HER2 negative and HER2 positive cancers, the 14 day Ki67 in the HER2 positive cancers was higher (1.09% (0.61, 1.84)) than HER2 negative cancers (0.75% (0.62, 0.91)). This is consistent with our recent observation that greater residual proliferative activity remains in HER2 positive cancers following treatment with aromatase inhibitors [24]. If what matters is residual activity rather than absolute reduction in proliferation then this might indicate a degree of aromatase inhibitor resistance in HER2 positive cancers.

A major and rapid reduction in proliferation is seen in the majority of ER positive cancers with both anastrozole and letrozole. No difference in any biological marker was identified between these two agents but a further study comparing these two drugs in ER poor cancers is underway. The Femara Anastrozole Clinical Evaluation (FACE) study, a large, phase IIIb trial comparing adjuvant letrozole versus anastrozole in postmenopausal women with node-positive, ER+ breast cancer will be needed to determine whether there is a difference in the clinical differences of these two agents.
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Table 1

 1 Change in Allred ER score after 14 days treatment with letrozole or anastrozole

	ER score following treatment	Anastrozole	Letrozole
	4 Units lower	1	3
	3 Units lower	0	1
	2 Units lower	2	3
	1 Unit lower	27	34
	No change	60	53
	1 Unit higher	12	12
		v 2 for trend, P = 0.13
	n, number of tumours		

Table 3a

 3a Changes in percentage of cells staining positively for Ki67 after 14 days treatment with letrozole or anastrozole

		Anastrozole	Letrozole	P-value of differences
				between drugs
	Baseline (%)	5.81 (4.94, 6.82)	6.37 (5.42, 7.49)	0.44
	Post-treatment (%)	0.77 (0.59, 1.00)	0.81 (0.62, 1.04)	0.80
	Relative change: baseline/post-treatment a	6.11 (4.80, 7.79)	6.44 (5.05, 8.19)	0.79
	Change from baseline P-value	\0.0001	\0.0001	

Table 3b

 3b Number of tumours with Ki67 \ 1% after treatment

		Anastrozole	Letrozole	
	Ki67 B 1%	58	58	
	Ki67 [ 1%	44	48	
	Table 4a Reduction in proliferation by ER status: ER poor (ER2-5), ER rich (ER6-8)	
			ER poor (n = 19)	ER rich (n = 189)	P-value of differences
					between ER status
	Baseline (%)		8.58 (5.97, 12.28)	5.87 (5.20, 6.62)	0.04
	Post-treatment (%)		1.83 (1.05, 3.11)	0.72 (0.59, 0.87)	0.002
	Relative change: baseline/post-treatment a	4.17 (2.38, 7.20)	6.57 (5.48, 7.88)	0.13
	Change from baseline P-value	\0.0001	\0.0001

Table 4b

 4b Number of tumours with Ki67 \ 1% after treatment

		ER poor	ER rich
	Ki67 B 1%	5	111
	Ki67 [ 1%	14	78

Table 5

 5 

	(a) Ki67 changes with anastrozole in ER poor (2-5) and rich (6-8) tumours. (b) Changes in Ki67 with letrozole in ER poor (2-5) and
	rich (6-8) tumours			
		ER poor (n = 8)	ER rich (n = 94)	P-value of differences
				between ER status
	(a)			
	Baseline (%)	8.15 (4.72, 13.96)	5.63 (4.78, 6.62)	0.21
	Post-treatment (%)	1.94 (0.83, 4.27)	0.71 (0.53, 0.92)	0.03
	Relative change: baseline/post-treatment a	3.76 (1.61, 8.44)	6.37 (5.00, 8.11)	0.22
	Change from baseline P-value	0.0009	\0.0001	
		ER poor (n = 11)	ER rich (n = 95)	P-value of differences
				between ER status
	(b)			
	Baseline (%)	8.94 (5.40, 14.70)	6.05 (5.05, 7.26)	0.17
	Post-treatment (%)	1.77 (0.82, 3.62)	0.73 (0.56, 0.95)	0.035
	Relative change: baseline/post-treatment a	4.48 (2.08, 9.45)	6.71 (5.16, 8.71)	0.32
	Change from baseline P-value	\0.0001	\0.0001	
	Values are given as the back-transformed geometric means (95% CI) in order to preserve the units of measurement, although P-values were
	calculated using the log transformed data			
	a Relative size of baseline to post-treatment percentages		
	Table 6 (a) Reduction in proliferation (Ki67) in relation to HER2 status. (b) Reduction in proliferation (Ki67) in relation to HER2 status and
	PgR status			
		HER2-ve (n = 184)	HER2+ve (n = 24)	P-value of differences
				between HER2 status
	(a)			
	Baseline (%)	5.81 (5.14, 6.56)	8.67 (2.60, 27.93)	0.03
	Post-treatment (%)	0.75 (0.62, 0.91)	1.09 (0.61, 1.84)	0.20
	Relative change: baseline/post-treatment a	6.24 (5.20, 7.48)	6.78 (4.17, 10.95)	0.75
	Change from baseline P-value	\0.0001	\0.0001	
	(b)			
	Relative change in PgR -ve patients (n = 50)	4.78 (3.32, 6.89) n = 41	5.22 (2.40, 11.39) n = 9	0.84
	Relative change in PgR +ve patients (n=158)	6.97 (5.73, 8.47) n = 143	8.25 (4.51, 15.07) n = 15	0.60
	P-value of differences between PgR status	0.08	0.36	
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