PERSONALIZED MEDICINE, THE NEXT FRONTIER

When an individual patient visits his or her doctor with a problem,
traditional clinical diagnosis is made and treatment is administered
based on the patient’s symptoms, medical and family history and
results of lab tests.

In the e-health world of the 21st century, personalized medicine, a
new approach to treatment and analysis of patients’ health issues,
promises to revolutionize that process. Personalized medicine looks
not only at an individual's symptoms, labs and medical history but at
the individual’s unique clinical genetic and genomic markers to
determine a treatment program. Because these factors differ for each
human being, the disease they carry and how they will respond to
treatment will differ as well. Taking this to another level, personalized
medicine enables doctors to make accurate predictions and
assumptions not only about an existing condition but to make
predictions about a person’s potential to develop a disease. This will
enable clinicians to treat patients proactively rather than reactively
resulting in a better outcome.

Personalized medicine is gathering momentum as evidenced by the
significant attendance and enthusiastic involvement of the participants
at the recent conference sponsored by Harvard Medical School and
the Center for Genetics and Genomics at Partners Healthcare.
Although there was general agreement that personalized medicine is
now an accepted way to look at the patient, there are also enormous
barriers to its widespread use, including:

1. Economic factors such as who will receive and who will pay for
genetic testing.

2. Issues regarding who will be responsible for building the
infrastructure needed to support widespread deployment,

3. Concerns about how we amass, use, and protect the vast
knowledge base that results from genetic tests.



4. Legal questions regarding who owns the genetic test data — the
patient, the physician, the institution — and whether or not that
information can be used for additional research.

5. Unresolved issues regarding standards upon which to build a
platform for using personalized medicine

6. Discussions about how to structure collaborations amongst all the
stakeholders (patients, physicians and scientists) so that personalized
medicine advances are translated ultimately into better patient care.
E-patients must be part of the conversation that determines where we
are going with personalized medicine because personalized medicine
uses genomics to focus not only on disease identification tied to a
specific combination of genes in an individual, but also on disease
prevention and wellness in which everyone has a high stake.
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