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What are you working on now? What is a key challenge to expect? 

You’ve spoken about the importance of 
passion in work. Can you expand?

My passion is to understand how to develop the right 
treatments for the right patients. When you work 
in drug development, you’re many steps removed 
from the patient experience itself.  At Foundation 
Medicine, I have the opportunity to be one step closer 
to the patient, developing tools that allow physicians 
to tailor therapies based on an individuals’ unique 
disease molecular fingerprint. What I’m really excited 
about today is our ability to access human tumor 
heterogeneity – not just in the tumor tissue itself, but in 
plasma as well. We have the potential to link a patient’s 
bespoke disease information to the periphery to inform 
that tumor evolution and use that evolution to define 
what the next treatment options may be.

There are so many therapeutic options available today 
that it can get a little confusing for patients to know 
what approach should be taken first and whether they 
should wait for a second-line option if their disease 
progresses. In this age of information overload, how do 
you help doctors and patients make those decisions 
together? Until recently, diagnostics for cancer has 
been centered around looking at disease at one 
snapshot in time. I’m really excited about developing 
tools that will help patients have more information 
related to their specific disease type not just at 
diagnosis but throughout the entire patient journey.

While tailored immunotherapies are exciting, there 
are a few challenges that remain in determining neo-
antigenicity of tumors. Tools that can clearly define 
which genomic aberrations are immunogenic will 
become important differentiators of efficacy. A second 
challenge is addressing resistance to therapies. We 
are now at a time during the development of cancer 
immunotherapies where patients are starting to 
develop resistance to not just checkpoint inhibitors but 
cellular therapies like CAR-T therapies. 

The challenge really is, how do you help patients 
determine their next line of treatment once they 
progress on immunotherapy? Once these patients 
progress after initial response, it’s often still a big 
question mark as to what to do next to help these 
patients get the right treatment option. The real 
challenge is unlocking acquired resistance. There’s 
a lot of work that needs to be done scientifically 
to understand the drivers of this acquired immune 
escape mechanism. 

Once you enter your career, you end up spending 30 
to 40 years in a professional life. It behooves us to do 
what we’re really passionate about because, at the 
end of the day, our careers are more of a marathon 
versus a sprint. And if you’re interested in a marathon, 
you truly want to know that you’re invested personally, 
in what you do for a living. 

That’s been my mantra in life: Always be passionate 
about what you do for a living because then work 
doesn’t seem like work. Work seems more like fun. 
And when you’re having fun doing what you do, it 
shows up very differently. You just are a lot more 
effective at your job and pleasant to be around. Both 
at work and in your personal life.

Talks Genomics, Finding Passion 
in Work and Helping Women 
Climb the Industry Ladder

Looking ahead, where do you hope to 
see the field progressing? 
There are two areas that I think are really exciting. One 
is understanding why patients develop resistance to 
existing immunotherapy and using that information to 
develop next-generation immunotherapy strategies.

The second is this idea of using a patient’s tumor 
genomic information (neo-antigenic landscape)  to 
create bespoke immunotherapy and cellular therapies 
that are tailored to a patient’s specific mutation.  
These are two areas I think are going to be really 
exciting as we move towards the next decade. 
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How do we encourage more women to 
join the industry? 

How are you incorporating that 
thinking into action? 

Where did you develop your approach 
to your work ethic? 

Priti Hegde, PhD, is the Chief Scientific Officer at 
Foundation Medicine, where she oversees clinical 
product development, cancer genomics, and early-
stage research. Previously, she was the Senior Director 
at Genentech, where she established the biomarker 
group responsible for translational science strategies in 
cancer immunotherapy. She completed her postdoctoral 
fellowship at the Institute for Genomic Research and 
her PhD in biochemical pharmacology from the State 
University of New York at Buffalo. 

At Immuno-Oncology360°, Dr Hegde will be 
moderating two panel discussions: one on “Next 

There are more women than men in the field, so that 
encouragement piece for entering the industry exists 
already. When you look at the number of women and 
men graduating with higher degrees, like PhDs, there 
are actually more women than men in the sciences. 
You’ll see that in various R&D organizations. As you 
progress to leadership levels, that is when you start to 
see a steep decline in representation by women.  Thus, 
the challenge really is, how do you see more women 
in positions of leadership as they rise up their career 
ladders? That’s an area I’d like to explore more.

I believe strongly in sponsorship. Sponsors helped me 
get to where I am today. You need to identify mentors 
or sponsors who can give you the right opportunities 
early on in your careers to move up that ladder, and 
really help you understand what the gives and takes are 
as you progress through your career. Watching senior 
leaders at their job is the best on-the-job training that 
can prepare you for the next levels of leadership. 

Ever since I’ve had that voice as a leader, I make a 
point to sponsor very young scientist-level talent in the 
company. If I find that they have the potential, I make 
every effort to get them a seat at the table very early in 
their careers and see if they will catch onto it or not. It 
doesn’t take much from you to provide sponsorship. It’s 
a lot easier than mentorship. And if the talent has it in 
them to grab that opportunity and rise, they will do it. 

Your job is just to get them that seat at the table. It 
is that simple. I would encourage women in scientific 
leadership to sponsor one to two young scientists in 
their careers, to help them rise up faster. The more 
scientists you have rising faster, the easier it is to get 
that balance back at mid-level and senior-level positions 
in industry. 

My mom was an entrepreneur growing up. I saw her 
work from 8am to 9pm. And I saw the joy that she had 
in her job. She worked in a male-dominated industry 
- automotives - and was perhaps the only female 
executive in that space back home in India in the ‘80s. 
But it never deterred her; she loved what she did. 

And that showed up in the way she came home and 
represented herself at home; she was never tired. She 
was never exhausted; that work brought a certain 
level of energy at home as well. I grew up watching 
that. For me, this was a no-brainer. I struggled to 
understand why anyone, men or women, would see 
their life differently. But when you have role models 
like that, at home, it really shapes you. For our next 
generation, it’s really important that they see their 
parents having a happier, healthier life. 

It’s in my DNA, I guess. 

Generation Bispecifics in Solid Tumors” and one 
on “Mechanisms and Biomarkers of Resistance 
in the Era of IO Combination Therapy.”  

Dr Hegde spoke with IO360° reporter Danny 
McCarthy about her passion for her work, 
helping other women up the career ladder, and 
her thoughts on the future of immunotherapy. 

For more information, visit www.IO360summit.com

http://www.IO360summit.com

