
OHSU Researchers Find Breast Cancer Drug 
Boosts Leukemia Treatment 

 
Advances in cancer research continue to reshape how doctors understand and treat complex 
blood cancers. A new discovery from researchers at Oregon Health & Science University 
(OHSU) suggests that a drug long used to treat breast cancer may significantly improve 
outcomes for certain forms of leukemia when combined with existing therapies. This finding 
highlights the growing importance of drug repurposing and combination treatment strategies in 
modern oncology. 

 

A Breakthrough at the Intersection of Cancer Types 

Leukemia and breast cancer are very different diseases, affecting distinct tissues and patient 
populations. However, both are driven by underlying molecular pathways that control how cells 
grow, divide, and survive. OHSU researchers have identified a surprising overlap between these 
pathways, opening the door to a novel treatment approach. 

The study revealed that a drug originally developed to treat hormone-driven breast cancer can 
enhance the effectiveness of standard leukemia treatments. By targeting shared biological 
mechanisms, the breast cancer drug appears to make leukemia cells more vulnerable to 
therapy, increasing the chances of destroying cancerous cells while limiting resistance. 

This discovery is part of a broader trend in cancer research: using existing drugs in new ways to 
speed up the development of more effective treatments. 

 

Understanding the Challenge of Treating Leukemia 

Leukemia is a type of cancer that originates in the blood and bone marrow. It disrupts the body’s 
ability to produce healthy blood cells and can progress rapidly if not effectively treated. While 
advances in chemotherapy, targeted therapy, and immunotherapy have improved survival rates, 
many patients still face challenges such as: 

●​ Drug resistance over time​
 

●​ Severe side effects from aggressive treatments​
 



●​ Limited options for relapsed or treatment-resistant leukemia​
 

Because leukemia cells can adapt quickly, researchers are constantly searching for ways to 
weaken these cells or make existing therapies work better. 

 

How a Breast Cancer Drug Fits Into Leukemia Treatment 

The breast cancer drug examined by OHSU researchers was designed to interfere with cellular 
signaling pathways that promote tumor growth. These same pathways, the researchers found, 
are also active in certain leukemia cells. 

When leukemia cells rely on these pathways to survive, blocking them can disrupt the cancer’s 
internal support system. The study showed that when this breast cancer drug was combined 
with commonly used leukemia treatments, the leukemia cells became more sensitive and less 
able to recover. 

Key findings from the research include: 

●​ Reduced leukemia cell survival when therapies were combined​
 

●​ Increased effectiveness of standard leukemia drugs​
 

●​ Potential to overcome resistance that limits current treatments​
 

This approach does not replace existing leukemia therapies but strengthens them, making 
treatment more efficient. 

 

The Power of Drug Repurposing in Cancer Research 

One of the most important aspects of this discovery is that the drug involved is already 
approved for use in breast cancer. Drug repurposing offers several major advantages in medical 
research: 

●​ Faster development timelines: Approved drugs already have known safety profiles.​
 

●​ Lower research costs: Scientists can bypass early-stage drug development.​
 

●​ Improved patient access: Treatments can reach clinical trials more quickly.​
 



By applying an existing breast cancer drug to leukemia, OHSU researchers demonstrate how 
cross-cancer research can accelerate progress and bring new hope to patients sooner. 

 

Implications for Precision and Combination Therapy 

Modern cancer treatment increasingly focuses on precision medicine—tailoring therapy to the 
unique biology of each patient’s cancer. The OHSU findings support this approach by showing 
how understanding molecular similarities between different cancers can guide treatment 
decisions. 

Combination therapy, where two or more drugs are used together, is especially important in 
leukemia. Cancer cells often survive by activating alternative pathways when one is blocked. By 
targeting multiple pathways at once, combination therapy reduces the cancer’s ability to adapt. 

This research suggests that adding a breast cancer drug to leukemia treatment could: 

●​ Enhance response rates​
 

●​ Reduce the likelihood of relapse​
 

●​ Allow for lower doses of aggressive chemotherapy​
 

These benefits could translate into better outcomes and improved quality of life for patients. 

 

What This Means for Future Clinical Trials 

While the results are promising, researchers emphasize that further studies are necessary. 
Laboratory and preclinical findings must be tested in clinical trials to determine safety, dosage, 
and effectiveness in patients with leukemia. 

Future clinical trials may focus on: 

●​ Identifying which leukemia subtypes respond best​
 

●​ Determining optimal drug combinations and treatment schedules​
 

●​ Monitoring long-term outcomes and side effects​
 

If successful, this approach could become part of standard leukemia care in the future. 



 

Broader Impact on Cancer Treatment Research 

The OHSU study reflects a growing shift in how scientists think about cancer. Instead of viewing 
each cancer type as completely separate, researchers are increasingly looking for shared 
vulnerabilities across diseases. 

This mindset encourages collaboration between research fields and accelerates innovation. 
Discoveries made in breast cancer research can influence leukemia treatment, and vice versa, 
creating a more interconnected and efficient research ecosystem. 

The study also reinforces the importance of academic medical centers like OHSU in driving 
translational research—work that bridges the gap between laboratory science and patient care. 

 

Hope for Patients and Families 

For patients diagnosed with leukemia, especially those facing limited treatment options, this 
research offers hope. The possibility that an existing, well-studied drug could improve outcomes 
adds optimism to a field where progress can be slow and difficult. 

While this discovery does not represent an immediate cure, it marks a meaningful step forward. 
Each improvement in treatment effectiveness brings researchers closer to more durable 
remissions and, ultimately, better survival rates. 

 

Looking Ahead 

As cancer research continues to evolve, findings like this underscore the importance of 
innovation, collaboration, and open-minded scientific exploration. The idea that a breast cancer 
drug can boost leukemia treatment highlights how breakthroughs often come from unexpected 
connections. 

With continued research, clinical trials, and patient-centered care, the insights gained from 
OHSU’s work may one day help redefine how leukemia is treated—turning existing medicines 
into powerful new allies in the fight against cancer. 
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