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Dear Friends and Family,
 
While it may have felt like the world stopped during the pandemic, gastrointestinal diseases 
unfortunately did not. Digestive diseases continue to adversely affect an estimated 60-70 million 
Americans every year, costing more than $142 million. But just as we are all hopeful for a promising 
return to normal, the DHF has renewed hope for the future of digestive health. 
 
Although 2020 was a difficult year, the DHF remained committed to raising funds to support 
cutting-edge medical research, physician training and education at the renowned Northwestern 
Medicine Digestive Health Center. Our support helps doctors and scientists prevent, treat and 
ultimately cure a spectrum of digestive disorders including colon, pancreatic and esophageal 
cancers; Crohn’s and Celiac disease; Hepatitis and other liver diseases; ulcerative colitis; and 
swallowing disorders. 
 
Since our inception six years ago, the DHF has funded 67 crucial annual grants as well as ongoing 
research studies including the DHF Biorepository, a blood and tissue bank used for digestive 
disease research that is one of the few databases of its kind in the world. We also helped fund 
a Center for Artificial Intelligence (AI) which has since spurred three different patents, the most 
promising of which is the use of heat maps to diagnose diseases. 
 
Most recently, our 2021 grants program was able to fund 13 brand new research initiatives aimed 
at the diagnosis and treatment of a wide array of GI health issues including: Inflammatory Bowel 
Disease (IBD), colorectal cancer; Gastroesophageal Reflux Disease (GERD); Autoimmune Hepatitis; 
Colitis; liver transplants; pancreatitis; newborn liver failure; and pediatric Eosinophilic Esophagitis 
(EoE). 
 
In addition to the promising research, the Ambassador Board’s “Together on the Terrace” event 
at the MCA on June 5 marked the first in-person gathering for the DHF since the pandemic began. 
We’re excited about the energy the newly formed Ambassador Board brings to the DHF and we 
welcome their ideas and initiatives going forward.
 
We realize none of this would be possible without your continued support. Thank you for providing 
those living with digestive illness with hope for a bright future.  

 Lee Gould, 

President, DHF Board of Directors

PRESIDENT’S LETTER
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Dear Friends,

On behalf of the Digestive Health Foundation Ambassador Board, I would like to thank you for 
supporting our “Together on the Terrace” event at the MCA. After more than a year apart, it was 
exciting to see so many friends of the DHF come together (either in-person or virtually) in support of 
a very important cause.

As you may know, the DHF Ambassador Board is a passionate, energized team of patients, providers 
and family members that understand the daily struggles of living with digestive illness. I myself 
have been fighting Crohn’s disease for many years and know all too well how debilitating living 
with a chronic illness can be. But, thanks to the ongoing research and committed physicians at the 
Northwestern Medicine Digestive Health Center, I have been able to live a full and happy life. Many 
Ambassador Board members can share similar stories of hope and healing, which is why we remain 
committed to raising funds to help accelerate groundbreaking medical discoveries – discoveries that 
have the power to transform digestive disease into digestive health.

In addition to supporting the crucial work of the Northwestern Medicine Digestive Health Center, 
the DHF Ambassador Board also aims to promote greater equity in access to medical care and 
education. To that end, proceeds from our Together on the Terrace event will benefit many exciting 
programs such as the DHF MCAT Prep Program and the Elizabeth Blackwell Fund. 

Created in 2020 in partnership with the I Am Abel Foundation, the DHF MCAT Prep Program 
provides much needed infrastructure for under-represented students in their efforts to enter 
medical school. DHF provides test prep funding, resources and mentoring. Our goal is to expand and 
continually grow the program in volume and reach to include more I Am Abel students each year. 

With the Elizabeth Blackwell Fund, DHF supports gender equity in research by honoring the 
first woman to earn a medical degree in the United States. This grant provides support to female 
researchers as they work toward independent funding while balancing work and family. Taking 
chances is an essential component of developing a career as a research scientist and these funds 
provide support for creativity.

We greatly appreciate your support of the DHF and the goals of our newly formed Ambassador 
Board. Thank you for giving those of us living with digestive illness the gift of hope.

Jason Press

DHF Ambassador Board President

AB PRESIDENT’S LETTER
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GOLD

AbbVie
Duffey Family Foundation

Andi & Jim Gordon, The Edgewater Funds
Janssen Biotech, Inc.

Kovler Family Foundation
Meryl & Joey Levin

Pfizer
Nancy & Ben Randall

The Family of Valerie & Lee Shapiro
Takeda Pharmaceuticals U.S.A., Inc.

Silver

Becky & Michael Elrad
The Malkin Family

Metro Infusion Center
Pritzker Foundation

Sacks Family Foundation
Diane Saltoun, Bruce Braun, Sidley Austin LLP

Bronze

Stephanie & Michael Baum
Sally Garon & Michael Goldman

Lee Gould & Cathy Bialy
Kim & Tim Rooney

Cindy & David Rosenbloom
Jamie & David Schwartz

Patron

Barnett Capital Ltd.
Baum Family Foundation

Sharon & Joel Chefitz
Ferring Pharmaceuticals
Greenberg Traurig, LLP
Rachel & Jimmy Levin

Schuyler & Jonathan Levin
Marsha & Steven Levin

Jill & Paul Meister Charitable Fund
Sally Montgomery & Ken Jones

Sharon & Lee Oberlander
Premier Point Ambulatory Infusion Clinic

Salix Pharmaceuticals
Lynne Levey & David Schreibman

Friend

Associated Agencies
Priscilla & David Baum

BMO Harris
Erica & Michael Fishman Family

Linda & Bill Friend
Golub & Company

Richard and Martha Melman Foundation
Michele & Richard Moras

Nancy & Robert Moss
Prometheus Biosciences

David O. Stein

Benefactor

Anonymous
The 1111 Foundation

THANK YOU TO OUR DONORS



5

The toughest
challenges. The
most advanced
science.

We fight the toughest health challenges
with advanced science, putting our passion
to work where the need is greatest. Because
our purpose as a global biopharmaceutical
company is to make a remarkable impact on
people’s lives.

It takes all of us to turn possibilities into
medicine that reaches millions. So we
partner with governments, academic
institutions, scientific and advocacy groups
to make it happen. Together, we’re inventing
the future of medicine.

Learn more at
abbvie.com
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Thank You 
to Dr Hanauer 

and everyone involved with
the Digestive Health Foundation

for all  that  they do .

the
Duffey
Family

Foundation

6
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We wish to thank 

Jayne and Steve 

for helping to make 

a real difference 

in the lives of so many. 

Andi & Jim Gordon 
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Creating a future where immune 
disease is a thing of the past.
We are Janssen, the Pharmaceutical Companies of Johnson & Johnson. 
Bold thinkers. Big dreamers. Fearless advocates on behalf of patients. 
So that one day, the world’s most daunting immune diseases will be found 
only in the pages of history books.  Learn more at www.janssen.com.
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Breakthroughs that change patients’ lives

Pfizer is proud
to support
Digestive Health
Foundation
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RandallRandallR
Kenig

R
Kenig

RWe are proud to support 
the Digestive Health Foundation’s 
2017 Envision Gala.

Congratulations to our dear friends 
Dr. Michael and Janet Ruchim.
Your hard work is 
making a 
difference.

Randall & Kenig LLP 

455 North CityFront Plaza

Suite 2510

Chicago, Illinois 60611

312.822.0800
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Thank you and best wishes to Dr. Steve and Jayne Hanauer 

and the Digestive Health Foundation for the positive impact 

you have made in the lives of so many.

Best Wishes! 

Valerie and Lee Shapiro Family 

Glen Tullman Family
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Better Health, 
Brighter Future

Learn more:  
www.takeda.com/what-we-do/therapeutic--areas

GI LEADERSHIP & LEGACY

LIFE-CHANGING SUPPORT

GI COMMUNITY 
COMMITMENT

Pioneering medicines for more than 25 years in 
gastroenterology (GI), including inflammatory  
bowel disease

Engaging with physicians, partners and patients to 
provide innovative data and useful tools that advance 
GI treatment

Providing support beyond new medicines to further 
improve the lives of patients with GI conditions
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METRO INFUSION CENTER IS HONORED TO SUPPORT 
THE 2021 DIGESTIVE HEALTH FOUNDATION 

WWW.METROINFUSIONCENTER.COM    |    TOLL-FREE: (877) 448-3627

CARING FOR PATIENTS AT OVER 130 LOCATIONS NATIONALLY
From our flexible appointments and convenient locations, to our 

comprehensive insurance support, Metro Infusion Center has 
everything you need to make your visit easy and hassle-free.
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Celebrating the 
transformational work of the 

Digestive Health Center
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AMERICA • ASIA PACIFIC • EUROPE  
sidley.com 

Attorney Advertising – Sidley Austin LLP, One South Dearborn, Chicago, IL 60603. +1 312 853 7000. 
Prior results do not guarantee a similar outcome. MN-10858

SIDLEY IS PROUD TO SUPPORT THE

Digestive 
Health 
Foundation
and their amazing work to transform digestive 
disease into digestive health.

Bruce Braun
One South Dearborn
Chicago, Illinois 60603 
+1 312 853 7000
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Our deep gratitude to all 
the physicians and staff at the 

Digestive Health Center.

Your dedication to your patients 
and perseverance in finding cures 

is creating a better life for so many.

Very special thanks to 
Dr. Stephen Hanauer 

for the amazing care and commitment 
he has shown our family.

The Saltoun Braun Family

Our deep gratitude to all 
the physicians and staff at the 

Digestive Health Center.

Your dedication to your patients 
and perseverance in finding cures 

is creating a better life for so many.

Very special thanks to 
Dr. Stephen Hanauer 

for the amazing care and commitment 
he has shown our family.

The Saltoun Braun Family
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We proudly support
the Digestive Health Foundation and the 

newly formed DHF Ambassadors’ Board, as 

it continues to strengthen its mission to 

transform digestive disease into digestive 

health. Special thank you to Dr. John

Pandolfino, Dr. Stephen Hanauer, Dr. Scott 

Strong, Dr. Michael Ruchim, the physicians 

of the Digestive Health Center, and the DHF 

Board members and the DHF Ambassadors’ 

Board members for their tireless efforts to 

ensure success of this year’s exciting events.

Stephanie & Michael Baum
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THANK YOU!

Lee Gould
President of DHF

Thank you to every Digestive 
Health Foundation patron for 
your generous contributions 

and commitment to our 
events, our research and 

our DHF Family.
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THANK YOU 

to the professionals 

and staff of the

DIGESTIVE HEALTH CENTER.  

We can enjoy today 

because you work 

so hard to make

TOMORROW 

EVEN BETTER.

 

The Rosenbloom Family
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at the Digestive Health Center

The Schwartz & Diamond families  

are proud to support the
   outstanding team 
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FAST. FLEXIBLE. GUARANTEED EXECUTION. 
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1. Greenberg Traurig

Greenberg Traurig is a service mark and trade name of Greenberg Traurig, LLP and Greenberg Traurig, 
P.A. ©2021 Greenberg Traurig, LLP. Attorneys at Law. All rights reserved. Attorney Advertising. °These 
numbers are subject to fluctuation. Images in this advertisement do not depict Greenberg Traurig 
attorneys, clients, staff or facilities. 35123

77 WEST WACKER DRIVE | SUITE 3100 | CHICAGO, IL 60601 | 312.456.8400 United States
Europe 
Middle East
Asia
Latin America

WORLDWIDE LOCATIONS

G R E E N B E R G  T R A U R I G , L L P    |   AT T O R N E Y S  AT  LA W    |   2200 AT T O R N E Y S   |   40  LO C AT I O N S  W O R L D W I D E °

GT_LawGreenberg Traurig, LLP  GT_LawGreenbergTraurigLLP 

We believe in what we do. We also believe in where we do it. That’s 
why we support our communities in every way possible, from pro 
bono services to financial contributions. 

We proudly support the Digestive Health Foundation and the 
newly formed DHF Ambassadors’ Board, as it continues to strengthen 
its mission to transform digestive disease into digestive health. 
Special thank you to Dr. John Pandolfino, Dr. Stephen Hanauer, Dr. 
Scott Strong,  Dr. Michael Ruchim, the physicians of the Digestive 
Health Center, and the DHF Board members and the 
DHF Ambassadors’ Board members for their tireless efforts 
to ensure success of this year’s exciting events.



23

THANK YOU
Northwestern Medicine 

Digestive Health Center

physicians and staff for your 

dedicated leadership in

transforming digestive disease 

to digestive health.

Your expertise, 

devotion to research and excellence, 

inspire compassionate care 

and life-changing outcomes 

for patients.

SHARON & LEE 
OBERLANDER



24
© 2021 Salix Pharmaceuticals or its affiliates. SAL.0054.USA.21

Your GI Partner
for over 30 YEARS

For over 30 years, Salix Pharmaceuticals has been committed
to the prevention and treatment of gastrointestinal diseases
and disorders.  

Salix licenses, develops and markets innovative products to
improve patients’ lives and arm healthcare providers with
life-changing solutions.

Salix is headquartered in Bridgewater, New Jersey.  
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D 1 File Name: 11394820_BMOH_DHFG_HP_7.5x4.625 Safety: N/A PUBLICATIONS CYAN
MAGENTA

Docket #: 11394820 Trim: 7.5" x 4.625" YELLOW
BLACK

Client: BMOH Bleed: N/A
MOD  
DATE: May 29/20 Producer: XXXX VO: N/A
START  
DATE: May 29/20 Artist: Jesse THIS IS NOT A COLOUR PROOF

Investing in 
 our community.

BMO is proud to support the
Digestive Health Foundation. 

BMO Harris Bank N.A. Member FDIC



26



27



28

REVOLUTIONIZING GI MEDICINE WITH PRECISION
Prometheus Biosciences is focused on providing precision therapies to patients with 
gastrointestinal (GI) and immune-mediated diseases. 

Anti-TL1A mAb (PRA023)
Our biologic (PRA023) is 

being tested in phase 1 and 
2 clinical trials for ulcerative 

colitis (Artemis trial) and 
Crohn’s disease (Apollo trial).

Companion Diagnostics
Our precision approach 

identifi es if a patient 
may respond to specifi c 
therapies using genetic 

biomarkers. 

Prometheus360
Our discovery engine uses 
a large biobank of samples 

to guide therapies and 
companion diagnostic 

discovery and development. 

Separately, Prometheus Labs continues to 
focus on providing laboratory-developed tests.

Copyright © 2021 Prometheus Biosciences. All rights reserved.
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We are pleased to support the 
Digestive Health Foundation.

Pleasing People…Since 1936

1200 N Milwaukee Ave, Glenview, IL 60025 
847.967.8830 | Abt.com
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Is Proud to Support the 

Digestive Health Foundation

RETAIL
BUSINESS
SOLUTIONS
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www.superdawg.com

We cater too! Call 773-478-7800
Open late 7 days

Milwaukee Ave. at Dundee - Wheeling
Milwaukee Ave. at Devon - Chicago

Delicious food with a fun, vintage vibe
Thrilling customers since 1948
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Meredith Marks is an award-winning
jewelry designer. A Chicago-native,

Meredith loves to create versatile
jewelry, apparel and accessories.

 
 

Visit us at 511 Main St. Park City, UT
84060 or shop online at

www.MeredithMarks.com
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Buy What You Believe InTM

Thank you to the Digestive Health Foundation for shining a light on 
medical  discoveries  aimed  at  transforming  digestive  disease  into  

digestive  health. 

The candle on your table tonight was made by associates in our LIFT™ 
Program, which includes men most at risk for gun violence, and people 

with physical and intellectual challenges.

HHPLIFT curates and crafts on-trend social impact products for personal 
and brandable business use. Our luxe, eco-friendly products are 

perfect for your holiday gifts this year.

HHPLIFT.COM
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vermontwagyu.com | (847) 702-7812 
150 Lower Parker Hill Rd. Springfield, VT 05156 United States 

Experience the best beef in the world with our award-winning
wagyu. Our herd is raised naturally with no added hormones or 

steroids—Pair our wagyu with your favorite recipe and enjoy!
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CONGRATULATIONS TO OUR
NEWEST GRANT AWARDEES

Improving Diagnosis and Outcomes in Newborn Liver Failure

Principal Investigator: Sarah Taylor, MD 

Gestational alloimmune liver disease (GALD) is the leading cause of liver failure in newborns. 
The rare disease occurs when maternal antibodies injure the developing liver of the fetus during 
pregnancy. Infants with GALD require prompt diagnosis and treatment at birth. Yet, even with 
treatment, about 50 percent of infants die from GALD. Quickly obtaining a precise and reliable 
diagnosis remains challenging. Clinicians lack accepted criteria based on histology findings, 
and no biomarkers specific for GALD exist. To overcome these gaps in clinical care, Dr. Taylor’s 
lab will create histologic scoring criteria that can be easily disseminated to enable prompt and 
reliable diagnosis of GALD. Evaluating the RNA of livers from affected patients, the Taylor team 
hopes to identify new blood tests that will differentiate GALD from other causes of neonatal liver 
failure. Better understanding the disease process of GALD will help to launch future research 
and the development of live-saving therapies for these young patients. 

Genetic Analysis of Gut Immune Cells Conferring Resistance to Anti-TNFα Therapy in IBD 

Principal Investigator: Ronen Sumagin, PhD

Individuals with inflammatory bowel disease (IBD) require timely and effective therapies. 
When conventional medications such as corticosteroids or 5-aminosalicylates fail to work, 
biologics that block a critical inflammatory molecule called tumor-necrosis-factor alpha (TNFα) 
are commonly prescribed. Several biologics targeting TNFα include infliximab, adalimumab, 
etanercept and certolizumab pegol. Unfortunately, these drugs offer no relief to one third of 
patients. In previous work, the Sumagin lab and others established the role of immune cells 
called neutrophils in IBD. More recent studies revealed that in inflamed tissue there are diverse 
neutrophil populations with distinct functions. Dr. Sumagin plans to use innovative single-cell 
sequencing to map neutrophil diversity in IBD. His team will look to determine whether specific 
neutrophil subtype(s) dictate resistance to anti-TNFα therapy. This high-risk, high-reward effort 
offers great promise for unraveling new disease processes and identifying predictive biomarkers 
of treatment outcomes or drug targets to prevent anti-TNFα resistance in patients with IBD.
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Develop and Assess the Distensibility and Pressurization in Esophageal Body and the 
Lower Sphincter during Bolus Transit, Using 4D Manometry Analysis of High-Resolution-
Impedance-Manometry (HRIM) Measurements 

Principal Investigator: Wenjun Kou, PhD

High-resolution impedance manometry (HRIM) aids in diagnosing esophageal motility disorders. 
It works by measuring pressures and fluid movement in the esophagus and lower esophageal 
sphincter. The Kou team plans to transform an HRIM-based analysis technique into new 
analytical tools with specific metrics/outcomes for use in clinical practice. Taking HRIM analytics 
a step further offers great value for better evaluating esophageal function. The metrics to be 
studied include bolus retention; intrabolus pressure (IBP) and distensiblity of the esophageal 
body at each phase; pressure and distensiblity of esophagogastric junction (EGJ) as well as 
emptying flow rate. The study will involve 1) designing and implementing algorithms on metrics 
calculation and 2) deriving a metrics dataset from HRIM studies of various phenotypes. The team 
will then use statistical analysis and machine learning to evaluate the discriminating power of 
the metrics and derive classification models. Dr. Kou will conduct a further comparison with 
similar outcomes from panometry—another tool used in esophageal evaluations. 

Is a Simple Measure of Nervous System Activity (Heart Rate Variability) Related to Fatigue 
in IBD and Is It a Possible Treatment Target?

Principal Investigator: Tiffany Taft, PsyD, MIS

Fatigue remains a major issue in the treatment of inflammatory bowel disease (IBD). Many 
patients find it just as concerning as abdominal pain or bowel control. Lacking reliable 
therapeutic options, clinicians grapple with how to adequately manage it. Dr. Taft believes 
heart rate variability (HRV)—the change in time intervals between each heartbeat—may play a 
role. The Taft team plans to study the relationship between normal HRV changes and fatigue in 
patients with IBD, while taking into account the influence of other factors such as inflammation, 
mood and sleep. The investigators will measure markers of inflammation as well as common 
vitamin and mineral deficiencies in IBD patients via a phlebotomist blood draw at the start of the 
study. Participants will wear Fitbit devices to monitor their HRV continuously over two weeks. If a 
relationship exists between low HRV and fatigue, improving HRV via behavioral techniques such 
as slow-breathing and other relaxation methods has the potential to greatly improve patient 
outcomes and quality of life.
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Using a Novel Imaging Method of the Heart and Liver to Define which Patients with 
Cirrhosis Are at Risk for Heart Failure before and after a TIPS Procedure (a Procedure for 
the Treatment of High Pressure in the Vein that Carries Blood from the Digestive Organs 
to the Liver)

Principal Investigator: Lisa B. VanWagner MD, MS

Cirrhosis of the liver affects millions of Americans and leads to increased and life-threatening 
pressure in the blood vessels of the liver. One of the core treatments for this potentially 
deadly complication is a procedure called “TIPS.” While effectively reducing pressure in the 
liver, TIPS can result in heart failure in at least 20 percent of patients. The ability to identify 
patients at risk for cardiac dysfunction would allow clinicians to put into place targeted 
prevention strategies before and after TIPS. With that aim in mind, the VanWagner team will be 
evaluating new imaging methods of the heart and liver to better understand how TIPS alters 
liver hemodynamics and changes cardiovascular structure, function and flow in patients with 
cirrhosis undergoing TIPS. Study findings could lead to interventions to prevent the development 
of heart failure in this at-risk patient population. 

Exploring the Relationship between Changes in Blood Sugar throughout the Day and 
Symptom Severity in Patients with IBD

Principal Investigator: Tiffany Taft, PsyD, MIS

Emerging research shows that changes in the body’s blood sugar or “glycemic variability” may 
worsen inflammatory bowel disease (IBD) symptoms such as nausea, bloating and pain. Dr. Taft 
hopes to first determine if glycemic variability is linked to symptom severity in patients with 
IBD and secondly, identify how the foods IBD patients eat affect their glycemic variability. Study 
participants will wear a continuous glucose monitor, like those worn by patients with diabetes, 
for 14 days to assess changes to their blood sugar levels. During this time period, participants 
will write down their daily IBD symptoms and complete a journal of what they ate and drank to 
detail their diets. The diet information from the food journals will be entered into a nutrition 
analysis software program  to identify what, if any, aspects of the person’s diet affect their 
blood sugar, and how changes in blood sugar might affect their IBD symptoms. Understanding 
glycemic variably offers a novel approach to the diet puzzle to better managing IBD.
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Correlation of Cell Types Other than Eosinophils with Esophageal Distensibility in Children 
with Eosinophilic Esophagitis

Principal Investigator: Joshua Wechsler, MD, MS

Eosinophilic Esophagitis (EoE) arises when foods trigger an allergic response in the esophagus. 
Chronic inflammation in the esophagus can lead to fibrosis (scarring) and then esophageal 
stiffness and narrowing. Patients experience difficulty passing food and impaction when food 
becomes trapped in the esophagus. Identifying early signs and drivers of scarring would help 
prevent the development of these and other serious complications. Endoscopic Functional 
Luminal Impedance Probe (EndoFLIP) is used to measure esophageal distensibility (stiffness or 
stretchiness). Prior research has demonstrated that eosinophils—a type of immune cell—have 
a weak association with esophageal distensibility. While different types of immune cells play a 
role in EoE, the association of non-eosinophil immune cells has never been studied. Dr. Wechsler 
plans to examine the correlation between esophageal distensibility and non-eosinophil immune 
cell populations in children with EoE. The team expects this work will guide future studies on 
EndoFLIP, as well as how immune cells such as mast cells and T-cells impact esophageal fibrosis 
to help develop targeted treatments for EoE.

Understanding How Chronic Inflammation Occurs in Gastroesophageal Reflux

Principal Investigator: Marie-Pier Tétreault, PhD

Gastroesophageal reflux disease (GERD) affects up to 27 percent of U.S. adults, resulting 
in more than 7 million patient visits annually. GERD leads to complications such as erosive 
esophagitis, Barrett’s esophagus and esophageal cancer. Learning more about the molecular 
basis for the development and progression of GERD is critical to improving treatment options 
and decrease the risks for these esophageal conditions. Dr. Tetreault will look at the role of 
the crucial mediator of inflammation IKKβ in the development of chronic GERD. The team will 
use molecular approaches to shut down the expression of IKKβ and evaluate the impact of this 
loss on the development of GERD. This project will also employ a new technology called single-
cell RNA sequencing (scRNA-seq) that enables the rapid determination of the precise gene 
expression patterns of tens of thousands of individual cells. Employing scRNA-seq should help 
give greater insight into how IKKβ signaling impacts the regulation of the inflammatory process 
in chronic gastroesophageal reflux.
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A Window into the Liver: Markers in the Blood to Attempt to Predict Relapse in 
Autoimmune Hepatitis

Principal Investigator: Josh Levitsky, MD

No one knows precisely what causes autoimmune hepatitis (AIH) or why it leads to one’s own 
immune system attacking itself, specifically the liver. Standard treatment focuses on suppressing 
the immune system with medications. Yet immunosuppressants have many side effects. General 
recommendations call for patients to stop taking the medications when they are no longer 
needed. Unfortunately, without them, most patients soon relapse and risk more liver injury. 
Currently, tracking relapses requires taking a biopsy of the liver—a very invasive procedure—and 
looking at it under the microscope. The Levisky lab believes that measuring levels of biomarkers 
in the blood may offer a better and less invasive window into the liver to predict AIH relapse 
earlier before the liver incurs any damage. This project offers the potential for better monitoring 
of patients with AIH. It also may shape the future of personalized treatments to individualize 
immunosuppressant therapy based on using simple blood draws rather than liver biopsies. 

Can a Probiotic that Promotes Resilience to Sleep Disruption and Acute Stress Exposure 
Protect against Intestinal Inflammation in a Mouse Model of Colitis?

Principal Investigator: Fred W. Turek, PhD

Alterations in the intestinal bacteria (microbiome) and abnormal host responses to these 
bacteria may be contributing factors to the development of inflammatory bowel disease (IBD). 
Recent studies have revealed links between the microbiome, circadian rhythms and the sleep-
wake cycle. Experiments in animal models of IBD have shown that disruption of sleep and 
circadian rhythms increases susceptibility to intestinal inflammation. In addition, studies in 
patients with IBD have found alterations in the circadian clock that may indicate pervasive sleep 
problems. Despite these connections, little is known about how sleep and circadian rhythms are 
involved in gut health or if strategies to promote sleep and reduce stress can mitigate the risk 
for intestinal inflammation. In previous work, Dr. Turek’s team found that a probiotic promoted 
resilience to sleep restriction and acute stress exposure. In this project, the investigators hope 
to determine if a probiotic can also protect against intestinal inflammation and pathology in a 
mouse model of colitis. 
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Collection and Storage of DNA Specimens to Enable Future Validation of a Risk Prediction 
Tool that Uses Genetic Information to Reliably Predict Risk for Colorectal Cancer in the 
Local Population

Principal Investigator: Mohammad Ali Abbass, MD

While colorectal cancer is the second most common cause of cancer-related death in the United 
States, it is also largely preventable with screening. The Abbass team will identify a genetic tool 
based on blood samples that can accurately predict an individual’s lifetime risk for developing 
colorectal cancer. The researchers will use DNA extracted from blood specimens obtained from 
patients at Northwestern Medicine with or without colorectal cancer. They will then evaluate 
changes that occur in the DNA building blocks to validate a polygenic risk score established for 
European patients. The aim is to use this score to identify patients who lack a family history 
for colorectal cancer but should potentially begin their colorectal cancer screening before 45 
years of age—the current standard of care. The project could lead to a larger scale study that 
would target a more expansive population to initiate earlier screening in selected patients and 
decrease colorectal cancer-related deaths in younger patients. 

Can a Personalized Exercise Program with Frequent Check-ins Improve Physical 
Conditioning and Survival in Patients Evaluated for Liver Transplantation?

Principal Investigator: Daniela P. Ladner, MD, MPH

Deconditioned patients with cirrhosis frequently experience worse outcomes before and after 
liver transplant. Exercise helps reduce frailty and leads to better outcomes, but patients face 
a variety of financial and logistical barriers to the regular physical activity needed to maintain 
strength. Additionally, transplant teams often expect patients to optimize their physical health 
on their own with little guidance. The Ladner team proposes a practical and affordable approach 
to enhance the physical conditioning of patients in the pre- and post-liver transplant setting. 
The researchers will develop a simple and cost-effective intervention called LIFT (Liver FrailTY). 
The intervention will include a full in-person strength assessment, an exercise program with 
smart phone guidance and remote coaching. Regular and frequent check-ins will be essential to 
encouraging patients to achieve recommended levels of exercise. Dr. Ladner’s study will then 
measure the impact of LIFT on strength as well as positive clinical outcomes such as reduced 
mortality and fewer hospitalizations.
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Functional Studies of a New Genetic Risk Factor (CLDN2) that Increases Pancreatitis 
Susceptibility

Principal Investigator: Beatriz Sosa-Pineda, PhD

Pancreatitis is an inflammatory condition that carries considerable socioeconomic burden. Often 
developing in middle-aged to elderly individuals, pancreatitis is responsible for the majority 
of gastrointestinal disease-related hospital admissions. Although acute to chronic pancreatitis 
susceptibility results from a combination of genetic, metabolic and environmental factors, it 
remains challenging to predict the onset, progression and severity of the disease. Understanding 
how distinct genetic risk factors affect the pathologic outcome in pancreatitis is key to 
developing better diagnostic and therapeutic tools. The Sosa-Pineda team will begin to dissect 
the role of claudin-2 (CLDN2), a newly identified pancreatitis risk factor, in pancreatic ductal cell 
function and pancreatitis outcome. The investigators will use an animal model for these new 
studies that will complement previous results from Dr. Sosa-Pineda’s lab using CLDN2 knockout 
mice and ductal cell cultures. The investigators expect to demonstrate that sustained expression 
of this gene exacerbates tissue injury such as inflammation and fibrosis in chronic pancreatitis. 
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https://sheriwhitkophotography.shootproof.com/gallery/dhf2021

TOGETHER ON THE TERRACE

June 5, 2021 • Museum of Contemporary Art Chicago

View all the photos from this event here!

Photos from left to right: Guests mix-
ing and mingling inside the MCA; AB 
members Julie Kaviar, Erin Drain, Kate 
Hrad; Dr. Stephen Hanauer, Dr. John 
Pandolfino, Dr. Scott Strong; Denise 
and Jason Press, AB president.
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SAVE THE DATE!
SATURDAY, JUNE 4, 2022

2022

Four Seasons Hotel Chicago

OUR DIRECTION

We are helping to transform digestive disease into digestive health  
for patients and families by generating resources 

to accelerate medical discoveries. 

S C I E N C E  A D V I S O R Y  C O U N C I L

Stephen B. Hanauer, MD
John E. Pandolfino, MD
Scott A. Strong, MD

B O A R D  O F  D I R E C T O R S

Michael Baum
Bruce Braun
Joel G. Chefitz
Barbara J. Cogswell
Michael A. Elrad
Becky Elrad
Harry M. Feirstein
Sally Garon
Peter Guglietta
Lee A. Gould
Jayne R. Hanauer
Kenneth Jones
Sally Montgomery Jones
Marsha Levin

Ali Merchant
Julia A. Merpi
Leslie Monieson
Richard Moras
Sharon Oberlander
Stewart C. Orzoff
Benjamin J. Randall
Timothy J. Rooney
David S. Rosenbloom
Michael A. Ruchim, MD
Diane Saltoun
David E. Schreibman
David O. Stein
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Thank You!
The DHF Ambassador Board thanks you for your support of  

“Together on the Terrace” and our mission to transform  
digestive disease into digestive health for patients and families  

at the Northwestern Medicine Digestive Health Center.

A M B A S S A D O R  B O A R D

Salva Balbale, PhD
Emanuelle Bellaguarda
Danny Bernstein
Stephen Cohen
Aaron Cohn, MD
Will Cordes
Christopher Dowdy
Erin Drain 
Gaby Dufour
Claudia Gonzalez
Nancy Gupta
Kelsey Guthrie
Kate Hrad
Connie Jeffrey
Julie Kaviar
Gabrielle Levin
Kevin Lubin
Lisa Marcus

Kristen Miller
Tam Nguyen
Marissa Oberlander
Betty Oermann
Wendy Olt
Jen Polan
Sarah Quinton, PhD
Logan Sauter
Tom Sawyer
Sabrina Scholtes
Mark Strotman
Tiffany Taft
Meg Templeton
Kate Tomasino
Allie Wasik
Lynn Welch
Angela Weldon
Lucy Werner
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“Together on the Terrace” Event Teams

Thank you to our generous auction donors

C H A I R
Julie Kaviar, Event Chair

L O G I S T I C S 
C O M M I T T E E
Erin Drain
Jason Press
Allie Wasik
Kelsey Guthrie
Meg Templeton

A U C T I O N / R A F F L E 
C O M M I T T E E
Kate Hrad
Kate Tomasino
Barbara Cogswell
Sally Garon

M A R K E T I N G /
C O M M U N I C A T I O N S 
C O M M I T T E E
Kelsey Guthrie
Julia Merpi

Abt Electronics
All Seasons Family Fun
Amy Lu Sausage
Michael Baum
Brooklinen
Buffalo Trace
Cabot Cheese
Carillon Miami
Chicago Photography 
Classes
Cinnaholic Naperville
Erin Drain
Ehrlooms Fine Jewelry 
Design
Sally Garon
Geneva Baking Company
Golub & Company
HHP Lift
Hotel EMC2 Chicago
Terrance Jones

The Karmin Family
The Late Show with 
Stephen Colbert
The Lodge at Blue Sky
Loews Hotels
Brooks Marks
Meredith Marks
Marshall Associates
Lee Oberlander
Jason Press
Ravines Wine Cellars
Real Good Stuff
The Ryder Cup
Sinai Deli
Southwest Airlines
Tiffany Taft
Trader Joe’s
Vera Bradley
Vermont Wagyu
W South Beach



48

676 North St. Clair Street
Suite 14002A

Chicago, IL 60611


