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ETHICAL PROBLEMS OF MEDICAL GENETICS.

Over the past decade, many ethical, legal, and social implications associated with genetic testing and research have been raised. In order for genetic testing to be used safely and appropriately, these issues should be discussed with patients so that they are aware of risks and benefits. Concerns range from the analytical and clinical validity of a genetic test, to potential discrimination by health insurers or employers, to the duty to disclose genetic information to potentially affected family members.

The American Society of Human Genetics suggests that disclosure to at-risk individuals is permissible when the following criteria are met:

· Attempts to encourage disclosure on the part of the patient have failed.
· Harm is highly likely, serious, imminent, and foreseeable.
· At-risk relatives are identifiable.
· Disease is preventable, or medically accepted standards for treatment or screening are available.
· The harm from failing to disclose outweighs the harm from disclosure.
When considering genetic testing, a major concern often raised is the potential of discrimination based on genetic information. Since genetic test results are typically included in a patient’s medical record, patients should be aware that the results may be accessible to others. As a result, genetic test results could affect a person’s insurance coverage or employment. More than 30 states have legislation prohibiting genetic discrimination. In addition, members of minority communities often fear that genetic information will be used to stigmatize them. Health providers should be sensitive to the fact that some groups may mistrust the use of genetics as a health tool.

To help ensure that patients understand the risks and benefits of health care choices, informed consent is an important part of the medical decision-making process. For patients considering genetic testing, the following items should be carefully discussed and understood before consent is obtained:

· Testing is voluntary.
· Risks, limitations, and benefits of testing or not testing.
· Details of the testing process (for example, what type of sample is required, accuracy of test, turn-around time, etc.).
· Privacy/confidentiality of test results.
· Potential consequences related to results including.
· Impact on health.
· Possible emotional and psychological reactions.
· Ramifications for family.
Every individual will respond differently to news of his or her genetic test results whether negative or positive. As there is no right or wrong response, health professionals should refrain from judgment and help the patient understand what the test results mean with respect to their own health, available interventions or follow-up, and risks to their family. An individual may respond to genetic information on several levels, the individual level, family level, or on a community and society level. Referrals to genetic counselors, psychologists, or social workers should be made as needed.

Genetic information is routinely used to inform reproductive decisions and medical care. Providers should take a non-directive stance, especially when the only management option is termination of pregnancy.






