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What is precision medicine?  

Precision medicine is a way health care providers can offer and plan specific care for
their patients, based on the particular genes, proteins, and other substances in a
person’s body. This approach is also sometimes called personalized medicine or
personalized care.

With regard to cancer, precision medicine most often means looking at how changes in
certain genes or proteins in a person’s cancer cells might affect their care, such as their
treatment options. But it can have other uses as well.

In precision medicine, doctors use information from certain lab tests to put together a
plan of care that usually includes specific recommendations. In some cases, it can help
make a more accurate diagnosis and improve treatment. In other cases, it can help
people make decisions about healthy habits, earlier screening tests1, and other steps
they can take that might help lower their risk for a particular cancer.

Your health care providers might not use the exact words "precision medicine" or
"personalized medicine." Instead, they might talk to you about genetic, genomic, DNA,
or molecular testing. Or they might talk about checking for biomarkers or getting a
genetic profile. These are ways doctors and other health care providers might use a
precision medicine approach when they are planning your care.
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Some of the more common cancers where precision medicine is being used to help with
treatment decisions include:

Colorectal cancer●

Breast cancer●

Lung cancer●

Certain types of leukemia●

Certain types of lymphoma●

Melanoma●

Esophageal cancer●

Stomach cancer●

Ovarian cancer●

Thyroid cancer●

If you have a type of cancer for which treatment options might depend on if the cells
have certain gene or protein changes, your cancer will likely be tested for them.

You might need to ask your doctor some questions to know if this type of testing was
done. (See below.) People with the types of cancer listed above are usually tested for
certain gene or protein changes when they are diagnosed, or shortly after. Some
cancers might also be tested for changes if they keep growing during treatment, or if
they come back.

Limitations to precision medicine in cancer

Access to the latest precision medicine approaches might be limited in some places. A
lot still needs to be learned about how precision medicine can be used in cancer care.
Researchers are trying to fill those gaps, both in lab studies and in clinical trials7.

Many clinical trials are done with people who have specific types of cancer. But to be
part of a precision medicine clinical trial, a person's cancer cells must have certain gene
or protein changes that can be targeted by the medicine that's being tested. And
precision medicine clinical trials are often available only at larger cancer centers. This
means sometimes the chances for taking part  Ts
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might not be well known or evaluated. Or, genetic testing might not have been
done, its results might not be adequate, or the results might not be used to make
the best decisions about health.
Regarding cancer treatment, even if a person is diagnosed with a type of cancer
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