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A message from our chair
Dear Friends and Colleagues,

The opportunity to advance medicine has never been greater. Under the visionary leadership of 
the Saul J. Farber Dean and CEO Robert I. Grossman, MD, and Chairman of the Board Kenneth 
Langone, NYU Langone Medical Center now ranks among the leading academic medical centers in 
the country. 

NYU Langone’s remarkable ascent is also due in large part to the work of our Department of 
Medicine, with over 3,000 physicians and a rich history of achievement in both clinical care and 
laboratory research. We continue to make scientific breakthroughs that lead to standard-setting 
innovations in patient care. 

This special issue of Conversations in Medicine not only shines a spotlight on some of the 
department’s recent accomplishments, but also celebrates some of the unsung heroes who 
provided critical resources for this important work: our donors. 

I’m especially delighted to highlight the philanthropic legacy of Mrs. Diane Belfer, a longtime 
friend, NYU Life Trustee, and supporter of NYU Langone’s Department of Medicine. Her vision 
and generosity were crucial to the creation of our Division of Geriatrics, which now leads 
nationally and ranks fifth in the U.S. News & World Report annual survey of 5,000 hospitals. Our 
success today reflects her unwavering dedication to the division over the past three decades.

Our community also advances our mission to pioneer novel medical research, deliver superior 
clinical care, and educate the next generation of physicians. Because of our friends, NYU Langone 
can maintain its position as one of the nation’s best hospitals.

This special issue of Conversations in Medicine reflects the amazing work that is possible with 
strong and thoughtful partners. With continued support, we will only get better.

All my best,

Steven B. Abramson, MD 
Frederick H. King Professor of Internal Medicine 
Chair of the Department of Medicine 
Vice Dean for Education, Faculty and Academic Affairs
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Over time, the Belfers made additional philanthropic 
gifts to NYU Langone, primarily to Geriatric 
Medicine and microbiome research—another field 
their support helped to spark. 

In his New York Times bestselling book Missing 
Microbes, NYU Langone’s Martin J. Blaser, MD, the 
Muriel G. and George W. Singer Professor of 
Population Health, writes, “For the past eight years, 
my research has had major philanthropic support in 
the form of the Diane Belfer Program in Human 
Microbial Ecology. Diane was an early believer in the 
value of our studies. I much appreciate her 
enthusiasm and unwavering support, beginning 
when the ideas were more of a dream.”

When asked to reflect on her lifetime of giving back, 
Mrs. Belfer answers modestly. “I’m very grateful to be 
in a position to help others,” she says. “It’s been an 
extraordinary opportunity to help others to live 
longer and with a quality of life that previous 
generations could not, for the most part, experience. 
It’s more important than ever to continue supporting 
medicine today. The field is making huge leaps and 
bounds, yet there is still so much to be done.”

Several awards and accolades reflect Mrs. Belfer’s 
numerous contributions of time, talent, and 
resources to worthy causes. In addition to receiving 

the American Jewish Committee National Human 
Relations Award, the Calhoun School Alumnae of 
Distinction moniker, and recognition as an NYU Life 
Trustee, honorary degrees were also conferred on her 
from Bar-Ilan University and Yeshiva University. 

“ It’s more important than ever to continue 
supporting medicine today. The field is 
making huge leaps and bounds, yet there 
is still so much to be done.”  
—Diane Belfer

“Arthur beat me there,” Mrs. Belfer jokes. “He had 
three honorary degrees; I only got two. In all 
seriousness, though, Arthur gave me a wonderful 
education in philanthropy and in thinking differently 
about the world. He was very, very kind to everybody 
and gave away most of his money. He encouraged me 
to join the NYU board and to do so many of the things 
I did along the way to try to make a difference.”

Make a difference, she has. And although two great 
cities can claim her equally as their beloved and 
respected resident, Mrs. Belfer holds a special place 
in her heart for her hometown: “I enjoy Palm 
Beach—but there’s only one New York.”

A unique approach to geriatric training

Last year, the Association of American Medical Colleges reported that the country’s elderly 
population requires 25,000 geriatricians to meet their specialized medical needs—yet only 7,500 
currently practice throughout the United States. NYU School of Medicine leads in answering the call 
for more geriatricians by providing exceptional hands-on training through NYU Langone’s expanding 
Division of Geriatrics. 

One of NYU’s most unique training programs is the Longitudinal Geriatric Objective Structured 
Clinical Examination (OSCE), which trains third-year School of Medicine stu dents to care for elderly 
patients. Supported by an anonymous gift, OSCE provides realistic experiences by first introducing 
students to geriatric clinical care through actors.

The actors play elderly patients: first as 75 year-olds who have fallen; next as 80 year-olds with 
dementia; and last as 82 year-olds with delirium. Students who participate in the training take better 
patient histories and are three times more likely to check a patient’s gait, crucial strategies to help 
prevent falls and other serious health issues among the elderly.
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Mrs. Diane Belfer:  
Legacy and leadership

Philanthropist and friend of NYU 
Langone reflects on lifetime of giving

It can be intimidating to meet a legend, but Mrs. 
Diane Belfer’s charm and wit are instantly disarming.

“I go back to New York to rest,” jokes the Manhattan 
native from her Palm Beach Breakers residence. “In 
New York, you can blend in and do your own thing.”

The opposite is true for Mrs. Belfer in Palm Beach, 
where her philanthropic leadership and social 
presence remain palpable across the island. For more 
than four decades, she helmed numerous highly 
successful fundraising galas in Florida and New 
York, while serving on the boards of New York 
University and other prestigious institutions, and 
personally making transformative gifts alongside 
Arthur, her late husband of 29 years.

“Arthur and I were mostly invested in supporting 
medicine and education: Medicine because if you 
don’t give, then doctors would still be using tools 
from the 18th century; and education because it’s the 
only way for people not to remain prejudiced against 
each other,” Mrs. Belfer explains.

The philanthropist fondly remembers her first 
introduction to NYU 40 years ago. “Naomi Levine from 
the fundraising office was so charming. She approached 
me at an event I chaired at the Flagler Museum, and 
told me that I should meet Dr. Saul Farber [the late NYU 
Langone School of Medicine dean and Department of 
Medicine chair]. He got me interested in supporting 
geriatric medicine—a totally new area then—as did 
John Brademas, who was NYU president at the time.” 

Soon after those introductions, she met the late  
Dr. Michael Freedman, who ultimately launched  
and led one of the nation’s first Geriatric divisions at 
NYU Langone—thanks in large part to a seminal gift 
from the Belfers to establish the program.

“ The Belfers’ early gifts to Geriatrics, both 
to the program and the professorship, 
were extremely prescient.”  
—Caroline Blaum, MD

Dr. Freedman also served as the inaugural Diane and 
Arthur Belfer Professor of Geriatric Medicine, a 
preeminent position that the Belfers endowed. Dr. 
Freedman’s successor, Caroline Blaum, MD, holds the 
prestigious professorship and directs the thriving 
Division of Geriatrics today.

“The Belfers’ early gifts to Geriatrics, both to the 
program and the professorship, were extremely 
prescient,” says Blaum. “It’s not every day that 
philanthropists can help to launch an entire 
division—but Diane and Arthur did just that, and we 
are forever grateful.” 

Blaum notes that NYU Langone’s Geriatrics division 
continues to expand, as it builds impressive programs 
and attracts innovative faculty leaders such as 
Joshua Chodosh, MD, the Michael L. Freedman 
Professor of Geriatric Research (see article, page 8).

“It’s just wonderful to see how much the division has 
blossomed, and how much good work—lifesaving 
work—has happened because of NYU Langone’s 
geriatricians,” Mrs. Belfer says. 
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hereditary; I have four children of my own and one 
grandchild. Wouldn’t it be nice to know this is 
something they won’t have to cope with in the future?” 

“ Once we understand the biological 
activities that cause PsA, we may be able 
to develop tailored drugs that slow or 
halt them.”   
—Jose Scher, MD

Although PsA hits close to home for the Rileys, their 
desire to make a difference reaches far beyond their 
personal connection to the disease. “We hope this gift 
helps to heighten awareness about PsA throughout 
the country and around the world,” Riley says. “NYU 
has the ability to make huge strides and impact 
millions of people. We started our philanthropy here 
15 years ago by supporting Dr. Soumya Reddy, then a 
young researcher, who now co-chairs PAC. We’ve 
come full circle, and it’s amazing to witness the 
institution’s growth and achievements over time.” 

Caption

Philanthropy launches new 
translational research center

Psoriatic arthritis (PsA) affects 2.5 million Americans 
and causes debilitating joint pain, stiffness, and 
swelling. Because no cure exists for this autoimmune 
disease, physicians can only manage patients’ 
symptoms—they cannot prevent or reverse PsA. 

A recent generous gift from the Riley Family 
Foundation, which established the NYU Psoriatic 
Arthritis Center (PAC), has the potential to dramatically 
improve this landscape. The PAC will help fuel new 
treatments and possible cures, and represents one of 
very few centers in the country dedicated to 
comprehensive care, research, and medical training 
for both psoriatic arthritis and psoriasis. 

The PAC’s multidisciplinary scientists and 
caregivers collaborate across laboratories and clinics 
to ensure that groundbreaking advancements in PsA 
treatment reach patients as quickly as possible. For 
example, a current PAC project aims to shed light on 
the initiating events that lead to inflammatory 
arthritis in patients who already have psoriasis. 

“ I really believe that medical  
experts will figure out the disease, and 
that the discoveries will come from a 
place like NYU Langone.”    
—Jim Riley

“Once we understand the biological activities that 
cause PsA, we may be able to develop tailored drugs 
that slow or halt them,” says Jose Scher, MD, director 
of the NYU Langone Psoriatic Arthritis Center. 

“Research is one of the most leverageable ways to 
help patients,” says Jim Riley, trustee of the Riley 
Family Foundation, who was diagnosed with PsA  
25 years ago and continues to receive care at NYU 
Langone. “I believe NYU can build the proper 
infrastructure on a national and global basis to make 
headway—not only in PsA but all diseases having to 
do with the immune system and inflammation.” 

In addition to fueling the scientific discoveries of 
tomorrow, the Riley Family Foundation’s gift is also 
enhancing PsA care that patients receive today.  
The Psoriatic Arthritis Center brings together 
rheumatologists, dermatologists, orthopedic 
surgeons, sports medicine doctors, and other 
healthcare professionals devoted to the unique 
needs of patients with PsA—all with the goal of 
providing highly coordinated, expert care based on 
each patient’s particular symptoms. 

“The Riley Family Foundation’s generous 
philanthropy enables the Psoriatic Arthritis Center 
and NYU Langone to be at the forefront of patient 
care and discovery in this understudied chronic, 
inflammatory condition,” says Scher. 

Scher notes that additional PAC projects include 
examining the role that skin and gut bacteria play in 
PsA development, and working with pharmaceutical 
and biotech industries on the creation of PsA drugs, 
diagnostic tools, and medical devices.

The PAC’s plans and progress make Riley optimistic 
about the future of PsA. “I really believe that medical 
experts will figure out the disease, and that the 
discoveries will come from a place like NYU Langone,” 
he says. “A lot of these inflammatory diseases are 
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 JIM AND ELLEN RILEY WITH STEVEN ABRAMSON, MD

X-RAYS OF A NORMAL SPINE (LEFT) AND ONE AFFECTED BY PSORIATIC 

ARTHRITIS, WHICH CAUSES SEVERE INFLAMMATION AND RESTRICTED  

BODY MOVEMENT.

CONVERSATIONS IN MEDICINE  /  A NEWSLETTER OF THE DEPARTMENT OF MEDICINE PAGE 7

The Psoriatic Arthritis Center at NYU Langone 
Five Strategic Research Initiatives

1.  Expand our world-renowned program and create a comprehensive center to diagnose and treat 
patients with PsA through an integrative approach; 

2.  Investigate the natural history of psoriasis to eludicate the events leading to inflammatory arthritis  
and related conditions; 

3.  Conduct leading research focused on psoriasis and PsA; 

4.  Examine the role of bacteria found in the skin and gut in the development of PsA; 

5.  Enhance academic-industry opportunities and collaborations for discoveries of therapeutic targets  
and diagnostic tests. 

 
Driving the future of psoriatic arthritis care



By 2030, our country’s elderly population will 
reach 71 million. Renowned geriatrician Joshua 
Chodosh, MD, Director, Freedman Research 
Program on Aging and Cognition, Michael L. 
Freedman Professor of Geriatric Research is 
positioning NYU Langone for medical 
breakthroughs that optimize seniors’ health. 
Conversations in Medicine recently sat down  
with Dr. Chodosh to learn more.

You came to us from sunny UCLA. What attracted 
you to NYULMC?

My time in Los Angeles was truly outstanding on 
many levels but I was struck by the innovative, 
collaborative, and entrepreneurial spirit at NYU. The 
opportunity here is truly enormous and almost 
without limit. The people at NYU were a big draw for 
me as they uniformly reflected this spirit. I was also 
attracted by the numerous cross-disciplinary and 
cross-departmental collaborations. I’m astounded 
that I have already established a number of 
relationships in the School of Medicine and beyond 
at NYU, including neuro-imagers, exercise and 
rehabilitation medicine experts, and sleep experts. 
From the starting blocks, I’ve been able to bring a 
unique group of people together that will help us 
create new models of care to improve health.

Tell us about one of your current projects.

Dementia prevalence continues to grow and this 
devastates not only patients but also their families 
who need support and resources in caring for their 
loved ones. Through a landmark $7.5-million State 

Department of Health grant co-led by Drs. Mary 
Mittelman, Thomas Wisniewski, and me, we will 
establish a multi-pronged system of services for 
family members caring for people with dementia 
covering all five boroughs of New York. This project 
will use remote video connections for care delivery 
and information sharing between agencies and 
organizations. This work will also help to advance a 
number of dementia research projects.

You mentioned family members who care for 
dementia patients. Can you talk more about  
their needs?

It’s challenging to help someone who is impaired 
and also a family member. When your loved one has 
dementia, you’re experiencing loss on a daily basis 
and the relationship you had at one point is not the 
same, particularly as someone loses memory. Because 
dementia is still a very stigmatizing condition, those 
spouses, siblings and children caring for the patient 
can feel lost. There is a great need for education to 
understand the disease and how to manage it, and be 
a better partner to the patient. Family caregivers get 
depressed and that depression is often unrecognized—
it’s a constant juggling act every day. They often neglect 
themselves because they’re so dedicated. So you have 
someone who is working very hard, with additional 
stress and burden, and also perhaps declining health. 
The State Department of Health grant is helping to 
support our efforts to offer more effective resources and 
education to these family caregivers.

If you look down the road 15 to 20 years, what are 
the new frontiers in Geriatrics?

The future of Geriatric Medicine rests in our ability 
to optimize health and quality of life in older 
populations. Collaboration across medical 
disciplines will make these advances possible. Our 
new Michael L. Freedman Center for Geriatric 
Research will bring together top investigators to 
solve serious issues such as dementia, medication 
management, mobility, falls, and frailty, and translate 
these findings into exceptional clinical care as quickly 
as possible. NYU Langone is well positioned to 
dramatically improve outcomes for our aging 
populations over the next two decades and beyond.
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Recent studies at NYU Langone point to bariatric 
(weight loss) surgery as a potential method of 
significant pain relief for sufferers of three serious 
conditions: knee osteoarthritis, psoriasis, and 
psoriatic arthritis.

One of the studies followed 150 bariatric surgery 
patients and found that the more weight they lost as a 
result of the surgery, the less knee pain they felt and 
the fewer medications they needed to manage pain. 
Led by NYU Langone’s Jonathan Samuels, MD, 
associate professor of medicine, the study included 
collaborators Christine Ren-Fielding, MD, professor 
of surgery and chief of the Division of Bariatric 
Surgery, and Manish Parikh, MD, director of Bariatric 
Surgery, Bellevue Hospital Center. 

“ We should be encouraging weight loss 
by many methods for patients with joint 
pain, and bariatric surgery could make a 
significant impact 
—Jonathan Samuels, MD

If validated in larger-scale trials, the team’s findings 
could strengthen the case for bariatric surgery as an 
effective treatment option for some osteoarthritis 
patients—particularly those who are mildly obese—
by sparing them from highly invasive knee 
replacement surgeries or aggressive steroid 
treatments. “That is the impact we are looking for:  
to change the way that we as musculoskeletal 
specialists are approaching patients with knee  

pain and obesity,” Samuels says. “We should be 
encouraging weight loss in many different ways,  
and some of the bariatric surgeries could make a 
significant impact.”

Another recent study by NYU Langone investigators 
found that, like knee pain sufferers, a majority of 
psoriasis and psoriatic arthritis (PsA) patients 
reported significantly improved symptoms after 
undergoing bariatric surgery.

The collaborative research effort, led by Soumya 
Reddy, MD, co-director of the NYU Langone 
Psoriatic Arthritis Center and assistant professor 
of medicine; Jose Scher, MD, director of the NYU 
Langone Psoriatric Arthritis Center and assistant 
professor of medicine; Christine Ren-Fielding, 
MD; and Monica Sethi, MD, research fellow, 
analyzed a database of 9,073 bariatric surgeries 
over a 12-year span. Among the 86 patients who 
were diagnosed preoperatively with psoriasis and 
who completed a follow-up survey, 55 percent 
reported improvement in their symptoms.  
Among the 21 patients who also had a PsA 
diagnosis, 62 percent reported improvement.

Beyond bolstering the potential benefits of 
weight loss surgery, the study also concluded that 
older age at diagnosis and severity of psoriasis 
could be used to identify those patients who are 
more likely to improve.

Additional research projects like these will be 
made possible by NYU Langone’s groundbreaking 
new Psoriatic Arthritis Center (see article, page 6).

JONATHAN SAMUELS, MD

SOUMYA REDDY, MD

 
Spotlight on Joshua Chodosh, MD

Combating arthritic and inflammatory  
pain with weight loss surgery



Over many decades, NYU Langone has pioneered 
new treatments and approaches to help patients 
with inflammatory bowel disease (IBD)—including 
the revolutionary development of Remicade 
(infliximab), the first biologic for IBD.

Our next step in this legacy of innovation will be to 
establish a groundbreaking IBD Center that drives 
and expands our highly comprehensive approach  
to patient care.

Keeping younger IBD patients connected to care

Crohn’s disease, ulcerative colitis, and other forms of 
IBD affect roughly 1.2 million Americans; most are 
diagnosed between ages 15 and 30. A chronic 
condition, IBD can cause debilitating, life-threatening 
symptoms that require ongoing medical treatment. 

Because IBD tends to develop when patients are still 
under the watchful care of their pediatricians and 
parents, their eventual transition into adult medical 
clinics can feel overwhelming. “Teens have a lot 
going on in their lives as they leave home, go to 
college, and take on adult responsibilities,” says Lisa 
B. Malter, MD, assistant professor of medicine and 
director of the Inflammatory Bowel Disease Program 
at Bellevue Hospital Center. “Beginning to manage 
their own healthcare with unfamiliar care providers 
can be stressful.” 

To ease this transition and eliminate gaps in younger 
patients’ IBD care, Dr. Malter and her colleagues in 
NYU Langone’s Inflammatory Bowel Disease 
program have developed a novel transition-of-care 
initiative to proactively connect pediatric patients 
with specialists and resources in adult medicine.

This initiative brings together adult and pediatric 
gastroenterologists, as well as the entire 
multidisciplinary care team, to meet with each patient 
and family. Together, they provide the medical 
attention, psychosocial support, and essential health 
information needed to facilitate uninterrupted care.

“Without successful transitions, patients with IBD may 
get lost to follow-up or not feel confident about their 
new healthcare provider, and may experience more 
disease flares or worsening of their condition,” says 
David P. Hudesman, MD, assistant professor of medicine 
and director of the IBD program at Tisch Hospital and 
ambulatory network, and director of the transition-of-
care initiative. “We believe our approach effectively 
fosters patient empowerment and ensures continuity 
of treatment for patients graduating into adult care.”

Tackling IBD, molecule by molecule

In addition to their forward-thinking clinical work, Drs. 
Hudesman and Malter join an illustrious group of NYU 
Langone researchers seeking to better understand IBD 
on a molecular level with the hope of developing more 
effective treatments for the disease—not just for 
younger patients, but for all individuals battling IBD.

For example, Martin J. Blaser, MD, the Muriel G. and 
George W. Singer Professor of Translational Medicine, 
professor of microbiology, and director of the 
Human Microbiome Program, is at the forefront of 
research on the interaction of the gut microbiome 
and IBD. Although it is known that IBD results from 
an abnormal immune reaction to microbes in the gut 
in genetically susceptible people, the microbiome’s 
exact role in this process remains unknown. Blaser 
and his colleagues are exploring both the role of the 
microbiome in disease onset and the impact of 
microbiome characteristics on IBD treatment.

Lea Ann Chen, MD, assistant professor of medicine, 
looks at the interaction between IBD treatments 
known as anti-tumor necrosis factor (anti-TNF) 
therapies and the gut microbiome in affected 
patients. “Early results suggest that the microbiome 
composition changes to reflect disease activity,” says 
Chen. With further investigation, Chen and her 
collaborators hope to identify gut microbial predictors 
of clinical response to anti-TNF medications.  
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NYU Langone’s rising-star doctors beautifully 
balance clinical care and research responsibilities, 
but there’s one key element they often lack: the 
funding to make their scientific dreams a reality. 

The Department of Medicine bridges this funding gap 
through its Young Scholars Program, which aims to 
increase the cadre of early-career physician-scientists 
engaged in novel investigations. Selected through a 
highly competitive review process, scholars receive 
funds to help them develop research ideas and amass 
the data needed to compete for larger grants. 

NYU Langone’s Young Scholars are supported 
through philanthropy, including the Chairman’s 

Circle, a group of business and industry leaders 
dedicated to ensuring that the Department of 
Medicine continually furthers its mission to pioneer 
novel medical research, provide superior clinical 
care, and educate the next generation of physicians.

“Our goal is to remain on the cutting edge of 
research and discovery in order to provide the best 
possible patient care,” says Steven Abramson, MD, 
Frederick H. King Professor of Internal Medicine, 
chair of the department of medicine, and vice dean 
for education, faculty, and academic affairs. “Those 
who donate to the Young Scholars Program make 
this possible, enabling us to accelerate our 
ambitious agenda.”
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Jeffrey S. Berger, MD 
Assistant Professor of Cardiology

Investigates the role of platelets in 
cardiovascular event 

“My NYULMC colleagues are 
superstars. To be named a Scholar 
among my peers is humbling and a 
true honor.”

Cynthia Portal Celhay, MD, PhD 
Assistant Professor of Infectious 
Disease and Immunology

Seeks to better understand the 
bacteria that causes tuberculosis

“Thanks to the generous support,  
I have been able to study an area  
of research that will help the 
development of better vaccines  
and novel therapies.”

Adam Mor, MD, PhD 
Assistant Professor of Rheumatology

Pursues safer and more effective 
methods to halt inflammation

“With this award, I am able to support 
students in the lab, gain mastery in 
my own research projects, and take 
advantage of time with my 
dedicated mentors.”

Meet three outstanding Young Scholars

CHARLES D. KLEIN SCHOLAR SAPERSTEIN FAMILY SCHOLAR COLTON FAMILY SCHOLAR 

Transforming medical approaches to 
inflammatory bowel disease

Giving top early-career scholars  
a research boost

DAVID P. HUDESMAN, MD
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