
 

Genomic sequencing panels to personalize
cancer treatment beneficial in only 5% of the
patients, finds study
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The use of these panels following the recommended clinical criteria increases the
efficacy of treatments and patient survival. Credit: underbau / CNIO

In recent years, the use of genomic sequencing panels in cancer
treatment has become widespread. These are tests that search the DNA
of the patient's tumor for gene variants for which validated drugs are
known, making the treatment more personalized and therefore more
effective. They are part of what is known as precision oncology.

But a study by the Breast Cancer Clinical Research Unit at the Spanish
National Cancer Research Centre (CNIO), led by Miguel Ángel
Quintela, shows that genomic sequencing panels, as they are currently
used in clinical practice, are only useful in 5% of patients (one in 20).

The main reason is that the clinical criteria recommending the use of this
type of test have been followed in only 40% of cases.

Clinical guidelines already published

In 2020, Quintela's group published a review of the then current
situation and proposed a guideline for the application of these genomic
sequencing panels.

In their current paper, published in the journal eClinicalMedicine, the
researchers have gone further, analyzing the cases of 139 patients from
two Madrid hospitals (Hospital Universitario de La Princesa and
Hospital Universitario Quirónsalud Madrid).

The results show that the survival rate was significantly higher in patients
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in whom the panels were used in accordance with the clinical criteria
specified in the guidelines.

Use in metastatic lung, colon or melanoma cancer

Use of these panels would be recommended for patients with metastatic
lung cancer, colon cancer or melanoma who are candidates for first-line
treatment. In these tumors, there are multiple genetic variants for which
there is a drug that can be used as a treatment, so it is more efficient to
perform a global test than to analyze each variant individually.

The panels would also be useful for patients who are going to be part of
a clinical trial, for patients with rare tumors for which there is no clear
standard, and for tumors that respond very differently to what is
expected—very good responses in tumors that normally do not react, or
the other way around—as in these cases it is possible to find new
associations between genetic variants and responses to drugs.

The use of these panels following the recommended clinical criteria
increases the efficacy of treatments and patient survival.

Not appropriate for rapidly progressing tumors

In contrast, the panels are not recommended for tumors that are
progressing very rapidly, for cancers for which there is already a
standard treatment option that does not require a complete genomic
profile, or for patients with a short life expectancy.

It is difficult to extrapolate the results of clinical trials to what might
happen in actual patients because of the greater heterogeneity in real life.
For this reason, real-world evidence, or the analysis of real cases, has
become increasingly important in recent years. To reduce this
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heterogeneity, all patients in this study were tested with the same type of
panel that analyzes about 300 tumor genes.

According to the results, in the cases where the test was not appropriate,
it was not possible to change the clinical outcome that the patients would
have experienced had the test not been carried out. This type of study is
therefore important to better understand the effectiveness of certain tests
or treatments outside of clinical trials, or to assess the risks/benefits of
offering them to patients, among others.

Their inappropriate use can delay treatment and offer
false hope

Both genetic sequencing panels and subsequent treatments are expensive.
Neither is currently funded by the Spanish public health system, nor are
they usually covered by private insurance. It is therefore important to
determine whether these tests are useful or not, not only to avoid 
financial costs, but also to not lose time, which can be critical for the
patient.

"Waiting for results can take up to six weeks. During this time, the
patient may be given a false hope of a cure and may delay starting
another treatment or joining a clinical trial," says Quintela.

Importance for the medical practice

According to the authors of the study, it is important for health
professionals to have recommendations on which to base their clinical
decisions. However, they warn that each case is unique and there will
always be exceptions in which the test is performed even if the patient's
situation is not among those recommended by these guidelines.
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"We expect that our results will be of real clinical relevance for
practicing clinicians that order [these tests] for patients with cancer [...]
In the future, categorized clinical judgment should be established before
ordering [genomic sequencing panel] tests, and testing should be
performed preferentially in patients with either advanced cancers that
routinely need multiple genetic markers, patients with advanced rare
cancers, or patients that are screened for molecular clinical trials," the
authors conclude in their study.

  More information: Ramon Colomer et al, Usefulness and real-world
outcomes of next generation sequencing testing in patients with cancer:
an observational study on the impact of selection based on clinical
judgement, eClinicalMedicine (2023). DOI:
10.1016/j.eclinm.2023.102029
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