
Algorithm for Biomarkers and Recommendations by PD-L1 Status

Patients with recurrent 
or metastatic HNSCC

PD-L1 IHC testing

Pembrolizumab monotherapy

FIRST-LINE THERAPY 

Abbreviations. 5-FU, fluorouracil; CPS, combined positive score; 
HNSCC, head and neck squamous cell carcinoma; PD-1, 
programmed cell death protein 1; PD-L1, programmed death-
ligand 1; TMB, tumor mutational burden

PD-L1 CPS ≥ 1 
(Positive)

Intepret as high; correlating with a 
clinical benefit to PD1 inhibitors

PD-L1 CPS < 1

TMB testing if CPS is 
not available or in 
patients with rare 

tumors

TMB ≥ 10

Pembrolizumab, platinum, and 
5-FU 

Pembrolizumab, platinum, and 
5-FU 

Patients with any PD-L1 CPS 
status and platinum-refractory 
recurrent or metastatic HNSCC

Pembrolizumab 

Nivolumab

This algorithm is derived from recommendations in Immunotherapy and Biomarker Testing in Recurrent and Metastatic Head and Neck Cancers: ASCO Guideline. This is a tool based on an 
ASCO Guideline and is not intended to substitute for the independent professional judgment of the treating physician. Practice guidelines do not account for individual variation among 

patients. This tool does not purport to suggest any particular course of medical treatment. Use of the guideline and this tool are voluntary.
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Recommendations by Subtype

Patients with recurrent 
or metastatic head and 

neck cancer

PD-L1-positive

Nasopharyngeal 
cancer

Salivary gland cancer

Rare head and neck 
cancers

Salivary gland cancer

 Toripalimab, camrelizumab, or 
tislelizumab, with gemcitabine 

and cisplatin as first-line therapy

 Pembrolizumab or nivolumab 
with gemcitabine and cisplatin if 

toripalimab, camrelizumab, or 
tislelizumab not available

Oligometastatic 
HNSCC

Pembrolizumab 

TMB-high

Radiation therapy is safe to give concurrently with immunotherapy for the 
purpose of palliation or local control, but should not be given to enhance 

response to immunotherapy outside of a clinical trial 

Abbreviations. HNSCC, head and neck squamous cell carcinoma; 
PD-L1, programmed death-ligand 1; TMB, tumor mutational 
burden

This algorithm is derived from recommendations in Immunotherapy and Biomarker Testing in Recurrent and Metastatic Head and Neck Cancers: ASCO Guideline. This is a tool based on an 
ASCO Guideline and is not intended to substitute for the independent professional judgment of the treating physician. Practice guidelines do not account for individual variation among 

patients. This tool does not purport to suggest any particular course of medical treatment. Use of the guideline and this tool are voluntary.
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