
In a small, early clinical trial, research-
ers at the University of Chicago Medical 
Center have found that combining eight 
ounces of grapefruit juice with rapamycin 
can increase drug levels, allowing lower 
doses of the drug to be given. They also have 
shown that the combination can be effec-
tive in treating various types of cancer.

For two decades, pharmacists have 
pasted “do-not-take-with-grapefruit-juice” 
stickers on various pill bottles because the 
juice can interfere with the enzymes that 
break down and eliminate certain drugs. In  
data presented at the 100th annual meeting 
of the American Association for Cancer  
Research in 2009, the University of Chicago 
researchers examined ways to exploit this 
fruit’s medication-altering properties.

“Grapefruit juice can increase blood 
levels of certain drugs by three to five 
times,” said study director Ezra Cohen, 

MD, a cancer specialist at the University 
of Chicago Medical Center.

The study followed 28 patients with 
advanced solid tumors, for which there 
is no effective treatment. Twenty-five 
participants remained in the study long 
enough to be evaluated. Seven of those 
25 (28 percent) had stable disease, with 
little or no tumor growth. One patient (4 
percent)—Albina Duggan—had a par-
tial response, with the tumor shrinking 
by about 30 percent.

Less than 15 percent of rapamycin 
is absorbed when taken by mouth. This 
study showed that substances known 
as furanocoumarins, plentiful in some 
forms of grapefruit juice, can decrease 
the breakdown of rapamycin. This 
makes the drug reach higher levels in 
the bloodstream, two to four times the 
levels seen without a juice boost. 

Grapefruit Juice Boosts Drug’s  
Cancer-Fighting Effects

Family Grateful for Grapefruit Discovery

Albina Duggan, a mother of four in 
Bourbonnais, Ill., has a rare cancer: an 
epitheliod hemangioendothelioma that 
originated in the liver and subsequently 
spread to the lymph nodes and to two 
vertebrae in the neck. She had surgery 
and radiation therapy and was evalu-
ated for a liver transplant, but evidence 
of cancer beyond the liver made her 
ineligible for a transplant. Duggan inves-
tigated other therapies. 

Physicians at the Medical Center 
offered three clinical trials. The most 
appealing to her was the rapamycin plus 
grapefruit study. She took her first dose 
March 11, 2008, and is still on the drug-
juice combination. Duggan says her 
tumor is smaller and is no longer grow-
ing. Below are excerpts of the letter her 
husband, Tim, wrote to friends to update 
them of Albina’s progress:

“….Today, Albina officially defied the 
odds. On July 21, 2004, her doctor sat us 
down in her office and told us that Albina 

has cancer. She said that Albina had three 
years left, maybe five if we’re lucky.

“Five years have come, and five years 
have gone. I’d like to say they went by 
quick ly, but quite the opposite is 
true. The important part is that they did, 
indeed come and go. And so today we’re 
celebrating!

“Albina survived four surgeries, reha-
bilitation, radiation and two clinical drug 
trials so far. The current trial she is in has 
already made headlines. Don’t believe it? 
Google “Albina Duggan Cancer” and take 
a look at the first 40 entries!

“The latest scans from last month 
now show that the base tumor in her liver 
has shrunk 49 percent since she started 
on this rapamycin/grapefruit juice com-
bination. All assumptions are that the 
other tumors in her body are responding 
in a similar fashion. Since this has always 
been a slow-growing cancer, we’re confi-
dent that we’re buying lots of time. Now, 
she plans to outlive us all.” 

Could a  
grapefruit  
make CanCer  
treatment more  
effeCtive?

Physician-scientists at the University of Chicago Medical Center found that grapefruit juice could potentially increase the potency of cancer 
medications by up to five times their normal strength. Does that mean it could change the way cancer is treated?

At the University of Chicago Medical Center, we ask questions like this every day. Questions that have the potential to forever 
change the course of cancer treatment.

We do this because we have a passion for saving lives. Our multidisciplinary team of more than 150 oncologists, surgeons and specialists is 
dedicated to innovation — using what we learn in the lab to transform the care we provide to our patients. We also take a highly collaborative 
approach to oncology, coming together to debate and discuss each case in real time to develop the best treatment plan possible. 

Whether we’re working to unlock ways to cure cancer tomorrow through groundbreaking clinical research, or advancing patient care today with 
pioneering surgical, radiation and chemotherapy treatments and procedures, our commitment remains the same — changing the lives of those 
touched by cancer. How can we change yours?

discover for yourself.
Learn about the discoveries we’re making in oncology and other areas. 

discover.uchospitals.edu | 1-888-UCH-0200

We believe it can.

Discovering the Practical Science  
in Breakthrough Medicine
In June, the University of Chicago Medical 
Center launched a new advertising campaign. 
The theme of the campaign, which will run 
through November, is “Discover for Yourself.” 

“Discover for Yourself” is a unique approach to 
reaching today’s consumers who are inundated 
with health care advertising despite the current 
economic downturn. Rather than conforming  
to the traditional messaging that prevails in 
health care marketing, the campaign educates 
consumers on the relevance of the ground-
breaking science that takes place at the Medical 
Center. This underscores the value of the Medical 
Center’s translational research, the direct applica-
tion of laboratory studies to understanding and 
treating human disease.

The ads are as distinctive as the Medical 
Center’s agenda-setting science and target 
the independent quality-seeker among health 
care consumers. They feature straightforward 
text highlighting scientific breakthroughs at 
the Medical Center and graphically appeal-
ing images that together bridge the gap for 
consumers between science and medicine. 

For example, one of the ads shows the center of 
a grapefruit with a question: Could a grapefruit 
make cancer treatment more effective? The 
accompanying text explains how physician-
scientists at the Medical Center found that 
grapefruit juice could potentially increase the 
potency of cancer medications by up to five 
times their normal strength. The ads feature 
thought-provoking imagery with questions that 
grab readers’ attention. 

The ads are featured in local and national 
publications as well as on the Internet and 
the radio. Discover for yourself at discover.
uchospitals.edu.

Albina and Tim Duggan (center) with their family. Photo by Bart Harris

To learn more about Janet Rowley’s accomplishments, watch the video interview and read the press 
release on the Medical Center Web site at www.uchospitals.edu/news/2009/20090730-rowley.html.

In March, the Medical Center molecular geneticist 
stood at President Barack Obama’s right arm as he 
signed an executive order clearing the way for federal 
funding of embryonic stem-cell research. Early in July, 
she was declared the recipient of the 2009 Peter and 
Patricia Gruber Genetics Prize, which comes with a  
$500,000 cash award and a gold medal. Then on July 30,  
another tremendous honor was announced for the still-active 
84-year-old: the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the highest 
award an American civilian can receive from the White House.

The Medal recognizes “an especially meritorious contribu-
tion to the security or national interests of the United States, 
world peace, cultural or other significant public or private 
endeavors.” Among the other 15 recipients are Stephen Hawking, 
the late Sen. Edward Kennedy and Desmond Tutu; very presti-
gious company indeed. In addition, among ten previous recipi-
ents affiliated with the University of Chicago are scientist James 
Watson, economists Gary Becker and Milton Friedman, and 
historians Hanna Gray and John Hope Franklin.

In typical fashion, Rowley—the Blum-Riese Distinguished 
Service Professor of Hematology and Oncology—downplayed 
being recognized for her important research in the early days of 
cancer genetics. In her University of Chicago laboratory, Rowley 
discovered recurring chromosomal abnormalities in leukemias 
and lymphomas—findings that revolutionized how cancer is 
understood and treated.

“Janet Rowley’s work established that cancer is a genetic dis-
ease,” said Mary-Claire King, PhD, a geneticist at the University 
of Washington. “She demonstrated that mutations in critical 
genes lead to specific forms of leukemia and lymphoma, and 
that one can determine the form of cancer present in a patient 
directly from the cancer’s genes. This changed the way cancer 
was understood, opened the door to development of drugs 
directed at the cancer-specific genetic abnormalities and cre-
ated the paradigm that still drives cancer research.”

Rowley’s colleagues applauded her accomplishments and 
the attention they have garnered her and the university. “By 
showing that unique genetic abnormalities are the root cause of  

 

cancer, Rowley laid the foundation for personalized cancer care 
and targeted therapy,” said Richard L. Schilsky, MD, professor 
of medicine at the University of Chicago and past president of 
the American Society for Clinical Oncology.

“Janet was a pioneer in what is now called ‘translational 
research,’ the direct application of laboratory studies to under-
standing and treating human disease,” added leukemia specialist  
Richard Larson, MD, professor of medicine at the University of  
Chicago. “She opened a window that allowed us to see the genetic 
basis of the leukemias and other cancers. She also has been a 
champion of international collaboration for the advancement 
of science.” 

“I felt very humbled, but also as though I didn’t deserve 
it,” Rowley said of her initial reaction to the honor. James L. 
Madara, MD, chief executive officer at the University of Chicago 
Medical Center and dean of the Division of Biological Sciences 
and Pritzker School of Medicine, praised Rowley: “Dr. Rowley 
has brought and will continue to bring much distinction and 
honor to our institution, and we are grateful and very proud to 
call her one of our own.”

For much of the past decade, Rowley served on President 
George W. Bush’s Council on Bioethics, advising the White 
House on controversial scientific topics such as embryonic 
stem-cell research. Rowley continues her research at the Medical 
Center, and is an avid swimmer, sailor, cyclist and gardener. 
“It’s a great honor,” said Rowley, “to have one’s colleagues still  
recognize one’s accomplishments.” 

RowleyRowleyRowleyRowleyRowleyRowleyfor
recognitionrecognitionrecognitionrecognitionrecognitionrecognition

You could say that Janet Rowley  
is having a pretty good year. 

by Robert Mitchum

Janet Rowley, MD, a pioneer in demonstrating that cancer is a genetic 
disease, receives the Presidential Medal of Freedom from President 
Barack Obama at a White House ceremony on August 12.
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