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Another kind of ‘second opinion’ for newly diagnosed cancer patient.

There is no underestimating the shock of receiving a life-changing diagnosis:
obtaining a second opinion is always recommended. What might also be recommended
is to confirm that the slide/sample is really from the patient; really another type of
‘second opinion’.
As a forensic DNA testing laboratory (a real-world version of the television CSI
just not as good looking), we are used to seeing quite a variety of samples – different
types, different sources and different reasons for DNA testing. Recently we have been
asked to use DNA-based identity testing in order to verify that a pathology sample,
used in a diagnosis of cancer, was really from the patient. This testing does not address
the diagnosis, only a second opinion from a pathologist can do that, but it does tell the
patient (and the physician), that the tissue sample/biopsy really belongs to that patient.
Laboratory errors are an unfortunate fact of life: to err is human and there are
several good studies that have measured the types and number of errors in pathology
laboratories. The results are a little scary: up to 1% (one in a hundred) of pathology
samples can have a mis-identification error (there are actually two kinds of
identification errors). This may not be the easiest conversation to have with your
oncologist, but they will certainly be aware of this issue. Happily, there is a good
solution to the problem of sample mis-identification.
Using DNA analysis, just like forensics or paternity testing, a modern DNA lab
can compare the DNA profiles of the pathology sample with the patient’s own profile.
If they match then that is the correct sample –if they don’t then someone has to find the
correct biopsy. This kind of verification is reasonably priced (in the $250 range), might
be covered by insurance and is fast (results in 2-3 days at the most). Given the
possibility of a life-changing diagnosis, sample verification may be something that you
might consider looking into. Newly diagnosed cancer patients have enough on their
plate – they can at least be sure that it is their sample that was examined.

For those who want to delve into this subject in more detail, the following references are
a place to start.
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