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THE PATH TO THE PATIENT: 
MOVING MEDICAL 
DISCOVERIES FROM 
LAB TO REALITY

The future of academic medicine is being  
created at the University of Arizona. With a  
focus on early detection, improved therapies  
and better outcomes, health sciences  
researchers are transforming discoveries  
in the lab into medical advances for 
today’s patients.
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Research across UA Health Sciences is contributing to the 
development of more effective treatments for a range of  
serious medical conditions, offering the hope of better  
outcomes and longer, healthier lives. Here are a few examples 
of UA research efforts that have been successfully translated  
into potential solutions that could radically alter the course  
of some devastating health challenges. 

Preventing the Leading Cause of Blindness in  
Older Americans

Thanks to UA efforts, a new treatment could be on the 
horizon for people suffering from age-related macular  
degeneration, an eye disease that causes vision loss or 
blindness in nearly one-third of Americans 65 and older.

Through a retrospective clinical trial led by Professor Brian S. 
McKay at the College of Medicine – Tucson, researchers found 
that patients who take a common medication for Parkinson’s 
disease were far less likely to develop macular degeneration. 
For those who did develop the condition, it happened  
significantly later in life. The medication – called levodopa – 
mimics a natural chemical called l-dopa. It works by increas-
ing levels of dopamine, a chemical messenger that performs 
important functions in the brain and body, including the eyes.

The foundational research that led to the effort took place at 
the UA beginning in 2006. With these newest results, McKay 
is actively pursuing funding for a multisite trial to validate the 
apparent connection between l-dopa and macular degener-
ation – a discovery that could change the lives of millions of 
people worldwide.

Drug-Free Options for Chronic Pain Sufferers

With 30 years of continuous funding from the National 
Institutes of Health, Professor Frank Porreca has been 
recognized for pioneering research on the molecular origins 
of chronic pain. 

Today, Dr. Porreca leads the UA Pain Research Group, where 
he and other team members are applying their findings to 
help patients at the Chronic Pain Management Clinic, an 
outpatient clinic at Banner – University Medical Center South. 
The goal is to move patients away from or off potentially 
addictive drugs, whenever possible, in favor of advanced 
therapies that reduce chronic pain and help patients return  
to normal physical activities.

One example is the spinal cord stimulator. The small,  
implantable device, which resembles a pacemaker, sends 
electrical signals to the brain to block the sensation of pain. 
Another is a medication called Dronabinol, a nonaddictive 
synthetic cannabinoid that was developed to control  
chemotherapy-induced nausea and vomiting. The drug is now 
being used to lessen the intensity of back pain, migraine and 
other types of chronic pain without making the patient “high” 
or causing other effects associated with medical marijuana.

By translating research into patient-focused solutions,  
UA doctors have something new to prescribe for chronic  
pain sufferers: A life without pain that doesn’t include 
addicting drugs.

A Surefire Cancer Cure: Prevention

A UA spinoff is making headway on an idea that the approach 
used in the fight against heart disease should be used against 
cancer: prevention.

In partnership with Tech Launch Arizona, Cancer Prevention 
Pharmaceuticals Inc. is in a phase III clinical trial for a two-drug 
combination that could prevent colon cancer by targeting 
pathways that are important in cancer development. During 
the trial, which is funded by the National Cancer Institute, 
more than 1,000 colon cancer survivors are being given a 
daily treatment for three years to prevent the occurrence of 
colorectal cancer or high-risk polyps. Their outcomes then will 
be compared with a placebo group.

The path to the novel treatment was paved with decades 
of basic research conducted at the Arizona Cancer Center, 
much of it led by Professor Emeritus Eugene Gerner, one of 
the co-founders of Cancer Prevention Pharmaceuticals. When 
Gerner began his career at the UA in 1974, his work was in the 
development of cancer treatments. Disillusioned by the lack 
of progress being made on that front, he switched his focus to 
understanding the underlying processes that lead to cancer. The 
ultimate goal is to expand this novel approach to other forms  
of cancer and the general at-risk population. 
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