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s Women Leadership 
in Immuno-Oncology

Could you tell us about the work you 
are leading?

What made you passionate about 
going into the field?

What has surprised you about working 
in immuno-oncology?

What are your thoughts on encouraging 
young women to enter STEM?

Jill O’Donnell-Tormey, PhD, is the CEO and Director 
of Scientific Affairs at the Cancer Research Institute. 
She joined the organization in 1987 and has been CEO 
since 1993. She received her PhD in cell biology from 
the State University of New York Downstate Medical 
Center College of Medicine, and was a postdoctoral 
fellow in the cellular physiology and immunology 
laboratory at The Rockefeller University. 

At Immuno-Oncology360°, Dr O’Donnell-Tormey 
will be presenting on the “CRI Clinical Accelerator: 
A Model for Multisector Collaboration.”             

I am CEO and Director of Scientific Affairs at the Cancer 
Research Institute (CRI), a science-driven public charity 
dedicated to saving more lives by fueling the discovery 
and development of powerful immunotherapies for all 
cancers. Working closely with our scientific advisors, 
I have helped CRI design a portfolio of programs with 
the greatest potential to advance the overall field by 
supporting scientists across the continuum of research, 
from the lab through the clinic. During my tenure at CRI 
I have overseen efforts to raise and deploy over $420 
million in funding to these programs.

I am a cell biologist by training, but I was always interested 
in disease. My mother was diagnosed with ovarian cancer 
when I was a graduate student, so my concentration 
veered to a focus on cancer. I was introduced to 
immunology as a postdoc in Carl Nathan’s lab at The 
Rockefeller University. The idea of harnessing the power of 
the immune system to treat and control cancer piqued my 
interest during my fellowship and was certainly reinforced 
when I joined the Cancer Research Institute, where I had 
the privilege of being mentored by Lloyd Old. His belief in 
and passion for cancer immunotherapy became mine.  

I have witnessed years of overblown expectations 
and bitter disillusionment as cancer immunotherapy 
was hailed as a magic bullet that disappointed. As 
a result, the medical community at large dismissed 
immunotherapy as tried and failed. It wasn’t until 
we had a better understanding of basic immunology 
and cancer biology that we could treat patients with 
immunotherapy in a rational way. That happened 
thanks to Jim Allison and the clinical success of anti-
CTLA-4 immunotherapy. It’s surprised me how rapidly 
after these and the following anti-PD-(L)1 successes 
that immunotherapy has been adopted and accepted 
by the medical community at large.

I think you need to capture the interest of girls at a 
young age, fostering their curiosity and providing 
platforms where they can see science in action. There’s 
an excitement to posing a hypothesis, designing an 
experiment, getting results, and making a discovery that 
needs to be seen up close and personal. Successful 
women in STEM should serve as role models who can 
open young women’s eyes to career possibilities. 

Jill O’Donnell-Tormey, PhD 
Cancer Research Institute
on Advancing Cancer Immunotherapy

She will also be participating in a panel 
discussion on “New Collaborative Development 
Paradigms for Cell Therapies.” 
For more information, visit www.IO360summit.com

http://www.IO360summit.com

