
Will you win the cancer treatment lottery? It’s in the genes

[Q]uestions about precision oncology vex doctors, scientists, health insurance companies, and the more
than 1.6 million Americans who will receive a cancer diagnosis this year. How many patients might benefit
from DNA sequencing of their tumors? Who will have access to this medical approach, which is
exceptionally expensive? How much is society willing to pay for the small subset of patients who might
benefit? 
…

Ever since the Human Genome Project, scientists have dreamed of using precise, personal molecular
information to guide the diagnosis and treatment of human disease…Unfortunately, biological complexity
still far exceeds medical knowledge.

Cancer treatment is a bright spot in this disappointing story, however. Tumors typically do display genetic
aberrations that offer potential targets for drugs.

…

“Realistically, for a lot of patients, [precision oncology] is not going to be helpful to them,” says [Michael
Kolodziej, national director of managed care strategy for Flatiron Health]. “For others, it might be the
single most important thing you could do. And I can’t tell one from the other right now.”

…

Most of the mutations found in cancers are exceedingly rare, and the medical significance of many of
them is murky. Some mutations are treatable; others are not, or at least not yet.

…

Barbara Conley, at NCI, believes that some of the skepticism about precision oncology is warranted. “I
think we will eventually figure it out,” she says. “But it’s not a slam dunk.” [David Hyman, an oncologist at
Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center] doesn’t disagree. But he points out that as more tumors get
sequenced, and more targeted drugs are developed and tested, precision oncology is rapidly improving. A
patient in the right place at the right time might find that a mutation that is not “therapeutically relevant”
one day is treatable the next.
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