
GENERAL

cancer as a metabolic disease
Published: September 3, 2026  |  Index ID: #-

Cancer as a Metabolic Disease

For decades, cancer has been viewed primarily as a genetic disorder, a collection of mutations that drive

uncontrolled cell division. Yet, a growing body of research reveals that metabolic dysfunction lies at the heart of

tumor initiation, progression, and resistance to therapy. By redefining cancer as a metabolic disease, scientists are

uncovering new diagnostic markers and therapeutic targets that could transform patient outcomes. This article

explores the metabolic foundations of cancer, the key pathways that are hijacked by malignant cells, and how

emerging treatments aim to restore normal metabolic balance.

Understanding Cancer as a Metabolic Disease

The Traditional View of Cancer

Historically, oncologists focused on oncogenes, tumor suppressors, and chromosomal aberrations. While these

genetic alterations are undeniably critical, they often fail to explain why some tumors thrive in hypoxic conditions or

why they resist conventional chemotherapy. The metabolic perspective complements the genetic narrative by

examining how cancer cells alter their energy production, nutrient consumption, and waste disposal to support

rapid proliferation.

Metabolism and Cell Growth

Every cell requires a finely tuned balance of energy, building blocks, and redox status to function. Normal cells

adjust their metabolic pathways according to environmental cues, ensuring efficient growth and repair. In contrast,

cancer cells rewire these pathways to meet the heightened demands of unchecked division. This rewiring includes

increased glucose uptake, altered mitochondrial function, and the synthesis of lipids and nucleotides at rates far

beyond those of healthy tissue.

Metabolic Reprogramming in Cancer Cells

The Warburg Effect

In the 1920s, Otto Warburg observed that many tumors preferentially convert glucose to lactate even in the

presence of oxygen—a phenomenon now known as aerobic glycolysis. This seemingly inefficient process allows

cancer cells to produce ATP rapidly and to divert glycolytic intermediates into anabolic pathways, fueling the

synthesis of proteins, nucleic acids, and lipids necessary for tumor growth.

Glucose Uptake and Glycolysis

Oncogenic signaling pathways upregulate glucose transporters (GLUT1, GLUT3) and key glycolytic enzymes such

as hexokinase II and pyruvate kinase M2 (PKM2). The resulting surge in glycolytic flux supports both energy

production and the generation of metabolic intermediates that feed into the pentose phosphate pathway, generating

NADPH for reductive biosynthesis and ribose-5-phosphate for nucleotide synthesis.

Lactate Production and Acidic Microenvironment

Lactate, once considered a mere waste product, now emerges as a signaling molecule that shapes the tumor

microenvironment. Elevated lactate levels acidify surrounding tissues, promoting invasion, angiogenesis, and



immune evasion. Moreover, lactate can be recycled by neighboring cells, providing an alternative carbon source

that sustains tumor metabolism.

Mitochondrial Alterations

Contrary to the early notion that mitochondria are shut down in cancer, many tumors retain functional mitochondria

that support oxidative phosphorylation (OXPHOS) and provide intermediates for biosynthetic pathways. Mutations

in mitochondrial DNA, altered expression of electron transport chain components, and increased mitochondrial

biogenesis are common adaptations that enhance metabolic flexibility.

Key Metabolic Pathways Altered in Cancer

Glutamine Metabolism

Glutamine serves as a nitrogen donor for nucleotide and amino acid synthesis and fuels the tricarboxylic acid

(TCA) cycle via glutaminolysis. Many tumors exhibit “glutamine addiction,” upregulating glutaminase (GLS) and

transporters like ASCT2 to maintain proliferative capacity. Targeting glutamine utilization is therefore a promising

therapeutic strategy.

Lipid Synthesis

Fatty acid synthesis is amplified in cancer cells to produce membrane phospholipids, signaling molecules, and

energy stores. The key enzyme, fatty acid synthase (FASN), is overexpressed in a variety of malignancies.

Inhibiting FASN disrupts membrane integrity and induces apoptosis, underscoring its potential as a drug target.

One �Carbon Metabolism

One �carbon units derived from serine, glycine, and folate are essential for methylation reactions and nucleotide

synthesis. Cancer cells often overactivate the folate cycle, increasing the demand for folate and methionine. This

metabolic vulnerability is exploited by antifolate drugs such as methotrexate, which remain mainstays in

chemotherapy regimens.

Redox Balance and Antioxidants

Rapid proliferation generates reactive oxygen species (ROS). To survive, cancer cells upregulate antioxidant

systems, including glutathione (GSH) synthesis and NADPH production via the pentose phosphate pathway. This

heightened redox capacity protects tumor cells from oxidative damage and contributes to therapy resistance.

Metabolic Drivers of Tumor Growth and Survival

Energy Demand and Biosynthesis

Malignant cells have a dual requirement: ATP for energy and macromolecules for building new cells. The

coordinated upregulation of glycolysis, glutaminolysis, and lipid synthesis ensures a steady supply of both energy

and precursors, facilitating rapid tumor expansion.

Aneuploidy and Metabolic Flexibility

Chromosomal instability, a hallmark of cancer, often leads to variable gene dosage of metabolic enzymes. This

heterogeneity enables subpopulations within a tumor to adapt to fluctuating nutrient availability, fostering survival

under therapeutic pressure.

Immune Microenvironment and Metabolism

Metabolites such as lactate, adenosine, and kynurenine modulate immune cell function. Tumor �derived metabolic



byproducts suppress cytotoxic T �cell activity, promote regulatory T �cell expansion, and skew macrophage

polarization toward a pro �tumor phenotype. Consequently, metabolic reprogramming shapes the immune landscape,

facilitating immune escape.

Metabolic Biomarkers for Diagnosis and Prognosis

Imaging Techniques

•  FDG �PET: Uses fluorodeoxyglucose to detect heightened glucose uptake, aiding in tumor staging and 

monitoring treatment response.

•  Hyperpolarized MRI: Visualizes real �time conversion of pyruvate to lactate, offering insights into glycolytic 

activity.

Circulating Metabolites

Blood tests measuring lactate, glucose, and amino acid levels can reflect tumor metabolic activity. Emerging assays

quantify circulating tumor DNA (ctDNA) alongside metabolic markers, enhancing early detection and personalized

therapy planning.

Genomic and Proteomic Correlates

High �throughput sequencing identifies mutations in metabolic genes (e.g., IDH1/2, SDH, FH). Proteomic profiling

reveals overexpressed enzymes such as GLS or FASN. Integrating these data with metabolite levels provides a

comprehensive metabolic signature predictive of prognosis.

Therapeutic Strategies Targeting Cancer Metabolism

Glycolysis Inhibitors

•  2 �Deoxy �D �glucose (2 �DG) blocks hexokinase, reducing glycolytic flux.

•  Hexokinase II inhibitors (e.g., 3 �PO) disrupt ATP production and biosynthesis.

Glutaminase Inhibitors

Compounds such as CB-839 selectively inhibit GLS, starving glutamine �dependent tumors. Early clinical trials show

promise, particularly in combination with standard chemotherapies.

Fatty Acid Synthase Inhibitors

Inhibitors like TVB �2640 target FASN, impairing membrane synthesis and triggering apoptosis. Phase I studies

report tolerable safety profiles and objective responses in certain solid tumors.

Metabolic Modulators and Combination Therapies

Agents that modulate NADPH production (e.g., 6 �aminonicotinamide) or disrupt mitochondrial respiration (e.g.,

phenformin) are being combined with immune checkpoint inhibitors to overcome resistance. The synergy between

metabolic blockade and immunotherapy highlights the interconnectedness of these pathways.

Diet and Lifestyle Interventions

•  Caloric Restriction and intermittent fasting reduce circulating glucose and insulin, potentially limiting tumor 

growth.

•  Ketogenic Diets lower carbohydrate intake, forcing cancer cells to rely on glucose �dependent pathways, 

thereby sensitizing them to metabolic inhibitors.

•  Exercise increases systemic insulin sensitivity, reducing the hormonal cues that drive tumor proliferation.

Challenges and Future Directions



Heterogeneity of Tumor Metabolism

Metabolic profiles vary across tumor types, stages, and even within a single tumor mass. Single �cell metabolomics

and spatial transcriptomics are emerging tools to dissect this heterogeneity, guiding more precise interventions.

Resistance Mechanisms

Adaptive rewiring allows tumors to bypass targeted metabolic pathways. For instance, inhibition of glycolysis can

upregulate oxidative phosphorylation. Combination therapies that simultaneously target multiple metabolic nodes

may mitigate resistance.

Precision Metabolic Medicine

Integrating genomic, proteomic, and metabolomic data will enable the design of individualized treatment plans.

Machine learning algorithms can predict which metabolic vulnerabilities a patient’s tumor possesses, tailoring

therapy accordingly.

Conclusion

Reconceptualizing cancer as a metabolic disease shifts the focus from static genetic mutations to dynamic

biochemical pathways that sustain tumor growth. Understanding how malignant cells rewire glucose, glutamine,

lipid, and redox metabolism uncovers new biomarkers for early detection and novel therapeutic targets. While

challenges such as metabolic heterogeneity and adaptive resistance remain, the convergence of metabolic

science, advanced imaging, and precision medicine holds promise for more effective, less
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