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Not all scientific research occurs in classic laboratory set-
tings. Some of the best science is done in communities and
clinics, using participants drawn from the public, high-risk
populations and patients to develop hypotheses, test
concepts and create treatment plans. 

“Population-based studies are the laboratory for research
aimed at improving the control of cancer,” said Barbara
Rimer, UNC alumni distinguished professor of health
behavior and health education in the School of Public Health
and deputy director for population sciences at the UNC
Lineberger Comprehensive Cancer Center.

“We have to understand people’s health practices, health
experiences—how their genetic make-up, knowledge,
attitudes, health practices and healthcare experiences affect
their chances of getting, surviving and living beyond cancer,”
she said. “We must study people in their communities,
homes, physicians’ offices, where they work and in the many
settings where people spend their time.”

That’s why UNC Lineberger researchers are involved in
population-based studies related to the prevention, early
detection, diagnosis and treatment of many kinds of cancers.

Here’s a look at three current UNC Lineberger faculty-
directed, population-based studies. 

BEAUTY: Bringing Education and 
Understanding To You 
North Carolina’s African American women have a higher
incidence of and death rate from many cancers compared to
white women. From 1970 to 1994, the breast cancer death
rate for North Carolina’s African American women was 28
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per 100,000 and 24.02 for white women. During the same
time period, the death rate for colon cancer for African
American women was almost 17 per 100,000 compared to
12.5 for white women. 

“The American Cancer Society tells us that 50 percent of
all cancers are associated with lifestyle factors and risks to
many cancers can be reduced or prevented altogether,” said
Laura Linnan, assistant professor of health behavior and
health education. “We plan to share the good news about
cancer prevention—with modifications in diet, physical
activity and smoking, the risk of cancer can be reduced
significantly. And when women get regular cancer screening
checks, cancers can be found earlier and treated more
successfully.”
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Cancer Prevention: 

Reaching Across
North Carolina

The UNC Lineberger is known for its translational re-
search which takes discoveries made in the laboratory and
applies them to new methods of diagnosis or treatment in
the clinic.

“Examples of translational research include finding a
new drug for cancer therapy as a result of basic research
on cancer cells or better understanding how the drugs
that we have kill cancer cells,” says Robert Orlowski, assis-
tant professor of medicine in the division of Hematology/
Oncology and UNC Lineberger member.

In the past, research into the use of new drugs for
cancer patients was more empiric. “That meant that a
variety of patients with different cancer types were treated
with a new drug, and if any of those patients had good

responses, the drug would be developed only for that
cancer type,” he explains.

As a result, many patients were treated with a drug that
had only a small prospect of helping them. “With the use
of laboratory discoveries in translational medicine, we
may be able to better identify ahead of time which tumor
types would be most susceptible to a certain drug, there-
by improving the likelihood that patients with that tumor
type would get a drug that had a good chance of helping
them,” Orlowski notes. 

For example, Lineberger researchers and physicians are
looking at several novel uses for Velcade, formerly known
as PS-341, a drug that inhibits the degradation of certain
proteins in cancer cells with the result that the cancer cells
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BEAUTY project salon owner Roszetta Cotton, owner of Inflight Hair Salon
and Hair Enhancement Center in Durham, styles Pam Pagan’s hair.
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