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An important study has shown that the formidable 
pancreatic form of cancer is actually four distinct diseases, 
each possessing different genetic alterations. This 
represents a major discovery, which opens a path to an 
improvement in the treatment of this too often fatal cancer.  

Pancreatic cancer is the fourth greatest cause of cancer mortality 
in industrialized societies and could even become second most 
important by the year 20301. This heavy burden reflects the 
extraordinary destructive power of this disease: of all cancers, the 
pancreatic form is effectively that which allows the lowest 
probability of surviving 5 years, with the majority of patients dying 
in the months following the diagnosis. 

A major obstacle to treatment of pancreatic cancer is that this 
disease generally develops in an insidious manner, without specific 
signs, and it is already at a highly advanced stage when the first 
symptoms appear (jaundice, wasting, fatigue and pain in the 
abdomen or back). Surgery remains the only real option for helping 
these patients, but only 20% of them opt to receive surgery because 
their disease already will have spread into the surrounding tissues 
(liver, ganglia). 

The identification of factors which govern the progression of 
pancreatic cancer is thus of considerable importance for identifying 
new therapeutic targets, as well as for developing diagnostic tests 
capable of detecting the disease before it is too late. 

FOUR DIFFERENT DISEASES  

To move towards this point, a collaborative effort between some 
Australian and British scientists undertook the Herculean task of 
analyzing the genetic material taken from 456 pancreatic tumours 
(ductal adenocarcinomas)2.  

After 7 years of work, the mountain of data accumulated by the 
scientists allowed them to establish that pancreatic cancer is a 
disease much more complex than had been thought and that it uses 
several different combinations of defective genes to progress.  

Thanks to this systematic analysis, it is now known that what we 
today call “pancreatic cancer” is in reality composed of four 
completely distinct diseases: for example, certain subtypes of  

 

 

 

 

pancreatic cancer contain mutations that are normally associated 
with colon cancer or with certain forms of leukemia, whereas 
others are very similar to certain cancers of the lung or bladder. 

This is a very important discovery, because some treatments exist 
against these cancers and could thus improve the prognosis for 
patients who develop a pancreatic cancer. 

In the medium term, identification of the type of pancreatic cancer 
present in a specific patient (genotyping) can thus indicate the best 
therapeutic targets in the tumour and thus improve the prognosis 
for the patient. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF PREVENTION 

The hope provided by new treatments should not, however, make 
us forget that it is possible to significantly reduce the risk of 
developing pancreatic cancer. Smoking, excess weight and the 
overconsumption of red meats (particularly cured meats) are all 
factors which increase the risk of developing this cancer. 

Conversely, regular consumption of foods containing folate, 
principally present in green vegetables, is associated with a strong 
reduction in risk (75%), as is consumption of as little as two 
portions of nuts per week (35%)3.  

Given the frightening mortality rate associated with pancreatic 
cancer, the everyday use of this preventive approach is certainly 
the best way to deal with this disease. 
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