From Concept To Clinical Practice
Have you ever wondered how new cancer treatments are discovered? Where do the ideas come from? Where does the money come from? How long does it take?

 

We asked these questions of one of Moffitt’s finest researchers, Dr. Shari Pilon-Thomas. Dr. Pilon-Thomas has worked with Dr. James Mulé for the past five years. During that time she has been intricately involved in many research projects, including cutting edge studies on melanoma and pancreatic cancer. Dr. Pilon-Thomas studied with Dr. Mule at The University of Michigan before he took his present position as Executive Vice President of Research at Moffitt and convinced her to move to Florida to continue their work together.

On a recent visit to her lab, Dr. Pilon-Thomas explained that there are multiple stages between a scientific theory for a potential new cancer treatment and getting that treatment to the patient. Each of these stages requires different levels of funding and the scientists themselves are responsible for raising money at each stage by qualifying for federal grants. 

Most research funding for cancer comes from the National Cancer Institute which is a division of the National Institute for Health. The NIH has a federal pool of money that is available to medical researchers who meet very stringent guidelines. There are literally thousands of scientists competing for the same federal dollars, so how well their grant application is scored will determine whose research gets to the next step. Grant applications are scored from 100-500 points with 100 points being the best possible score. Because the competition for these dollars is so great, only scores in the low 100’s are likely to get funded on the first attempt. Keep in mind, these are some of the most brilliant minds in the scientific world competing to get their theories into the laboratory and ultimately to the patient. With the expected cuts to the federal budget, it will only get more difficult to compete for these research dollars.

 

The application for a federal grant is a 25 page document which must include the scientific theory to be studied, the process of the study, what the expected outcome is and how much time, money and personnel will be needed. The most sought after grants are for five years, with the opportunity for two renewals of five years each. Only the strongest, most promising studies will receive this level of funding. 

 

Once the research is working in the laboratory model, it will advance to the animal trial stage and will need the next level of funding. If the animal study phase goes as anticipated, human clinical trials will follow. Most human clinical trials are only used on patients whose cancer has reached Stage IV and who have failed on all other approved treatments. The clinical trial phase is very expensive to fund because, while most insurance companies will pay for basic health care for patients participating in a study, they will not pay for the scientific costs associated with the trial. The scientific costs include collecting tissue and blood samples from patients, all of the chemicals needed for the laboratory studies, patient injections and many additional associated costs. The expense to the research lab can easily exceed $10,000 for each patient that participates in the study. While there are no guarantees, the goal of the human trial phase is that the treatment will have the expected outcome and will become part of the approved treatment protocol for cancer.

 

It is a very long road from scientific concept to clinical practice. The scientists must be dedicated to answering the basic science questions. It is not enough to know that a particular treatment works; we must know how and why it works in order to advance the cure for cancer. 

The scientists at Moffitt Cancer Center are dedicated to asking those questions and finding those answers.

  

With the genetic database that Moffitt is presently 

building, the day will come when physicians and scientists will be able to accurately predict what treatment will be most effective for each individual patient.  This approach will totally revolutionize how cancer is treated and Moffitt Cancer Center will be at the forefront of it all.
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From left to right, Marsha Droste, 

Dr. Pilon-Thomas and Mary Harvey
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Harvesting material to create dendritic cells

 

