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Tumor Analysis in Cerebrospinal Fluid – €400,000 for Pediatric Brain Cancer Research  
 
Researchers from the German Cancer Research Center (Deutsches 
Krebsforschungszentrum, DKFZ) plan to develop a technique that will enable them to 
detect pediatric brain tumors in cerebrospinal fluid. The biology and extent of the 
cancers – both decisive factors in determining therapeutic choices – will also be 
assessed using this method. The James S. McDonnell Foundation will provide funds 
of almost half a million US dollars to support the project led by Professor Dr. Stefan 
Pfister. 
 
Medulloblastoma is the most common malignant brain tumor in children and also the one 
with the poorest prognosis: Approximately every third child with medulloblastoma succumbs 
to it, while another third is left with more or less severe health complications. However, the 
course of this disease can differ considerably in each individual patient. What clinicians need 
to know above all is the extent to which the tumor has already spread within the brain. 
However, this is exactly where medicine often reaches its limits. “We’ve quite often seen that 
a tumor recurs in a different area after surgery – even though there was initially no indication 
of a spread of cancer cells in the brain,” says Professor Dr. Stefan Pfister, a pediatrician and 
cancer researcher. “We therefore need a better method to assess the spread of a tumor and 
hence the course that the disease will take.”  
 
To date, detection of cancer cells in the cerebrospinal fluid has served as an indication of 
tumor spread. Pfister now aims to search instead for tumor genetic material in the fluid. This 
method would discover even tiny amounts of disseminated cancer cells and would also allow 
immediate genetic analysis of the tumor. At a later stage in the project, the researchers will 
also investigate whether cerebrospinal fluid examination can also be used for assessing 
treatment response.  
 
The principle of this method is already being successfully used in childhood leukemias, 
where bone marrow samples are taken from patients and examined for traces of tumor DNA. 
This makes it possible to detect even the smallest amounts of cancer cells, which are 
sometimes left even after treatment. In such cases, treatment is continued until no more 
cancer cells are detected. However, it is not yet possible to spot such minimal residual 
disease in brain cancers. Pfister’s research project also aims to ascertain if cerebrospinal 
fluid examination may be used to make this possible in the future.  
 
The James S. McDonnell Foundation will fund the project with 450,000 US dollars. The 
foundation aims to contribute to improving the quality of life by supporting research. One of 
its three funding areas is the study of brain tumors.  
 
A picture of Stefan Pfister is available on the Internet at:  
www.dkfz.de/de/presse/pressemitteilungen/2012/images/Portrait_Pfister.jpg 
 
 
The German Cancer Research Center (Deutsches Krebsforschungszentrum, DKFZ) with its more than 2,500 
employees is the largest biomedical research institute in Germany. At DKFZ, more than 1,000 scientists 
investigate how cancer develops, identify cancer risk factors and endeavor to find new strategies to prevent 
people from getting cancer. They develop novel approaches to make tumor diagnosis more precise and treatment 
of cancer patients more successful. Jointly with Heidelberg University Hospital, DKFZ has established the 
National Center for Tumor Diseases (NCT) Heidelberg where promising approaches from cancer research are 
translated into the clinic. The staff of the Cancer Information Service (KID) offers information about the 
widespread disease of cancer for patients, their families, and the general public. The center is a member of the 



Helmholtz Association of National Research Centers. Ninety percent of its funding comes from the German 
Federal Ministry of Education and Research and the remaining ten percent from the State of Baden-Württemberg. 
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