THE INTERPRETATION

OF GENES

Jonathan Margolis has ignored most medical advice and had his DNA tested - by
three different companies in three different countries. Is he at risk of becoming a
fully paid-up member of the “worried well” club? Photograph by Michael Harvey.

s the burgeoning personal genetic-testing industry
scientifically serious and offering an essential for

anyone determined to take responsibility for their

life? Or is testing your DNA a self-indulgent, neu-

rotic expression of fear based on premature science,
marketed cynically by exploitative commercial interests
and about as useful as having your horoscope done?

The prevailing culture in Britain would seem to despise
it. Since it emerged in 2007, genetic testing for the non-
medical public has had an press. Legislators haven't
been much keener, and medics who don't happen to give
genetics much credence hate personal gene tests with a
vengeance; the notion of the dreaded “worried well”, a tribe
which haunts the imagination of British doctors, imperti-
nently peeping at information suitable only for the medical
profession and God (in that order) drives what seems to be
a substantial propartion of our doctors to distraction.

As a middle-aged man whose parents both died at 50,
and hence with little clue as to what genetic-type disorders
I might go down with now that I have outlived my pro-
genitors, 1 have a particular interest in any clues, however
unclear, as to how my health might pan out over the next
however many years I have. I also credit myself with hav-
ing achieved, by age, experience and perhaps a modicum of
intelligence, what I think isa balanced view of medicine,

Medicine seems to be more riven with conflict than
any other branch of science - a fact that British people
in particular seem to find impossible to accept. In the
UK, although we profess to distrust doctors, their
word seems to be taken as indisputable fact. People
talk about what “doctor” said, not what “this one particu-
lar doctor 1 happened to consult” said. Thats why it's
always smarter to get a second and third opinion on a
problem. 1f two or three doctors agree broadly - and,
again, I stress the broadly - it’s a reasonable bet that they

are on to something. Which is why, in the case of personal
genetic testing, I have taken the seemingly extravagant
path of having my DNA tested, analysed and interpreted
by the three leading genetic testing companies currently
operating — 23andMe in California, DeCODEme in
Iceland and Genetic Health in London.

We set out, as you would expect, to be as objective
as possible. If the three tests said the same, it would be
fascinating and significant; if they didn’t, likewise,
While I was still researching this article, one Sunday
newspaper undertook the same project and published
a sensationally presented piece alleging that the results
from the same three testing services were radically differ-
ent. It was impossible, however, from the muddled piece
that appeared, to work out whether this was really the
case. As in the rest of medicine, but perhaps more so in
the new science of genetic medicine, interpretation is
all, and it was hard to escape the feeling that the
investigation in question set out to interpret the test find-
ings in order to reach a predetermined conclusion — that
genetic testing basically sucks.

‘We wanted to dobetter than that. And we also feltit was
important not to get diverted into discussing the minutiae
of genetics; as a non-geneticist you can only read so much
about risk polymorphisms of the transcription factor
7-like 2 (TCF7L2) gene encodes without losing the will
to live. Genetics is an abstruse and difficult branch of sci-
ence; as soon as Gregor Mendel and his wretched beans
came up when I was at school, there were boys who got it
and boys who didn't; one of the latter, by the way, isnowa
senior consultant and still finds genetics baffling,

So genetic testing was surely as good a case as there
could be for concentrating rigorously on the broad brush-
stroke, big picture, seeing the wood for the trees and
coming to a judicious conclusion based on the evidence.
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