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PANORAMA September 4 2008 - By Gianna Milano  

 

Discoveries in the pipeline 

Anti-inflammatory molecules 

INTERVIEW - Produced by our body, they have a therapeutic potential that can open the 

way to drugs to treat many diseases. 

 

She is rather shy because she is not used to speaking with reporters. Her shyness is perfectly 

comprehensible since Chiara Cipollina is only 29 years old. She works in a "hot" field of 

research: namely, the discovery of new molecules with an anti-inflammatory potential. These 

molecules are believed to play an important role in the developing of therapies for chronic 

diseases with an inflammatory component like asthma, diabetes, atherosclerosis, and 

cardiovascular and neurodegenerative diseases. “My job is to discover molecules that are 

produced naturally by the body during inflammation,” explains Cipollina, who graduated in 

biotechnologies at the University of Milan Bicocca. Since the beginning of 2008 she has been 

doing research at the Pharmacology Department of the University of Pittsburgh after a short 

period in Delft (Netherlands). The doors to this experience were opened to her after she won one 

of the twelve scholarships awarded by the RiMed Foundation in Palermo, an initiative aimed at 

setting up the Biotechnology and Biomedicine Research Center. 

 

What is the goal of your research?  

“The leader of the project I'm working at is Bruce Freeman and it deals with the study of new 

lipids derived from Omega-3 essential fatty acids known to protect against cardiovascular 

diseases. They are found in food and become a part of cell membranes. Preliminary data shows 

lipids derived from Omega-3 could act as potent molecules in cell signaling systems. At the 

moment, we are studying their chemistry and the metabolic pathways leading to their synthesis 

during inflammation. We will then try to understand what beneficial effects they have on the 

body.  

What happens during inflammation?  

Molecules with different properties are produced. Some have a pro-inflammatory function, others 

are anti-inflammatory. Some of the latter are derived from omega-3 acids and play a major role 

whose details are yet to be revealed.  

How do you identify the beneficial molecules? 
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We use mass spectrometry, a technology capable of accurately identifying the molecules of 

interest in very complex samples. As an experimental inflammation model, we use murine cell 

lines and then, to see whether these molecules are produced also in humans, we collect samples 

from patients affected by diseases with a chronic inflammatory component, like asthma. We are 

also focusing on the production of these molecules to study their effects. 

What's the next step? 

If we succeed in identifying whether and which of these molecules have new therapeutic 

properties compared to what is already available on the market, we can even think of developing 

them into drugs. There is a huge interest in this, but there is still a long way to go. 

Do you think of coming back to Italy? When? 

There is no date yet. The objective of the RiMed project researchers is to gain as much as 

possible from this experience in the U.S. and return as soon as possible to Sicily to accomplish 

the great project we are all working for. 


