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Breaking Down Molecular Testing for Patients:
Communication Essentials

➢ Describe the benefits and impacts of molecular testing to 
patients

➢ Incorporate effective communication techniques, including 
appropriate level of detail and shared decision-making, into the 
patient-provider dialogue

➢ Identify areas that could be improved in your current approach 
to patient-provider communication and team communication 
around molecular testing

Learning ObjectivesAfter completing this activity, learners should be able to:



Breaking Down Molecular Testing for Patients:
Communication Essentials

➢ Review key points about molecular testing that are important 
to communicate to patients

➢ Outline how to use a shared decision-making framework for 
patient discussions about molecular testing, interpreting 
results, and agreeing on next steps in treatment

➢ Identify key components that could improve patient and team 
communication

indicates additional resources can be found in the Toolkit

Agenda



What Do Patients 
Need to Know?



Presenting Molecular Testing to Patients

➢ Relief from uncertainty

➢ Better understanding of cancer 
risk

➢ Guide for informed treatment 
and lifestyle decisions

➢ Improved understanding of the 
patient’s cancer journey for 
patient’s family and caregivers 

Benefits

➢ Cost

➢ Longer wait times for biomarker 
test results not available at your 
laboratory

➢ Insufficient biopsy specimens that 
may prevent testing or affect 
results

➢ Increased patient stress/anxiety

➢ Inconclusive results

Barriers



Why Is Molecular Testing Important?

➢ Errors or changes (driver mutations or 
protein levels) in a cell’s genes that 
cause cancer to grow or hide from the 
immune system

➢ Measured in tissue (biopsy) samples

➢ Most are acquired, not inherited 

Lungevity. What you need to know about biomarker testing. May 2021. Available at www.lungevity.org

Molecular testing is a 
way for us to gather as 
much information as 
possible about your 

unique cancer.

What are biomarkers? Why test?



Why Is Molecular Testing Important? (continued)

➢ If your cancer has a biomarker for 
which there is a specific treatment 
(“targeted therapy”)

➢ How likely a specific treatment might 
work for your cancer

Lungevity. What you need to know about biomarker testing. May 2021. Available at www.lungevity.org

The goal is for you 
to get the best 

possible treatment 
for your unique 

cancer.

Molecular testing helps 
your doctor know:



How Do You Talk About Molecular Testing 
When Patients Are…

➢ Anxious about a cancer 
diagnosis

➢ Not able to focus on what 
you’re saying

➢ Overwhelmed with 
information



Role Play #1



Patients Often Ask…

➢ How are biomarker tests done?

➢ How will I be tested?

➢ How long does it take to get test results?

➢ How do the results impact my family’s risk for cancer?

➢ How will the results affect my treatment?

➢ Can I get copies of my results to share with my healthcare 
team?

➢ Will insurance pay for these tests?



Strategies for 
Communicating with Patients



Opening Conversations with Patients

➢ “Not all lung cancers are the same.”

➢ “Molecular testing helps us to understand what type of lung (or 
thyroid) cancer you have.”

➢ “Knowing your results ensures that you will receive the right 
treatment.”

➢ “Although stressful, obtaining your test results is essential.”

Lungevity. Biomarker testing for non-small cell lung cancer patients. Available at www.lungevity.org



How Much Detail? 

➢ Assess the patient’s health literacy level

➢ ASK the patient what level of information they are comfortable 
knowing

EXAMPLE: 
Does the patient really 
want to know detailed 
information about driver 
mutations? 



Reviewing Test Reports with Patients

➢ Which biomarker tests were done and 
which biomarkers and variants, if any, were 
found

➢ Which mutations or changes are treatable 
with targeted therapy, immunotherapy, or 
other treatment options

➢ What happens when more than one 
biomarker is present

Lungevity. What you need to know about reading  biomarker test report. August 2022. Available at www.lungevity.org

Let’s go over your 
test results. If 

there’s something 
you don’t 

understand, stop me 
at any time to ask 

questions.

Inform patients:



Delivering Bad News

➢ Know your patient

➢ Use accurate, plain language 
with no medical jargon

➢ Be honest, do not delay or 
sugarcoat results

➢ Find out how much the patient 
knows and wants to know

➢ Check for understanding

1. Monden KR et al. Delivering bad news to patients. Proc (Bayl Univ Med Cent). 2016;29(1):101-102. 2. Sobczak K et al. Delivering 
bad news: patient’s perspective and opinions. Patient Pref Adherence. 2018;12:2397-2404. 3. Baile WF et al. A six-step protocol for 
delivering bad news. The Oncologist. 2000;5(4):302-311.

➢ Show empathy and avoid 
hopelessness

➢ Budget ample time for questions

➢ Summarize discussion

➢ Engage patient in decision-making 
process

➢ Offer actionable steps

➢ Plan ahead

➢ Follow through



Conversations About Targeted Therapy

➢ Available treatment options

➢ Specific biomarker that it targets

➢ Indications, common side effects of 
treatment options

➢ Possibility of being combined with other 
therapies

Lungevity. What you need to know about targeted therapy. May 2021. Available at www.lungevity.org

Let’s take a closer look 
at what treatments 
are out there right 

now for your unique 
cancer.

Overview of targeted therapies



Conversations about Targeted Therapy

➢ Targeted therapy finds and directly 
attacks cancer cells and the signals 
sent to cancer cells that cause them 
to grow uncontrollably

➢ Targeted therapy only works on cells 
with specific biomarkers

Lungevity. What you need to know about targeted therapy. May 2021. Available at www.lungevity.org

It’s important to 
remember that 

treatment options 
are always evolving 

and improving.

What is targeted therapy?



Role Play #2



Patients Often Ask….

Lungevity. What you need to know about targeted therapy. May 2021. Available at www.lungevity.org

➢ Why are you recommending a particular targeted therapy 
for me?

➢ What kind of targeted therapy will I get?

➢ How often will I take it and for how long?

➢ How will I know if it’s working?

➢ How can I manage side effects? 

➢ Will it affect my daily life? How? 

➢ How much will treatment cost?

➢ Will it be my only treatment? 

➢ Will I need other tests during treatment?



Basic Components of Shared Decision-Making

Help patients 
understand test 
results and set 

realistic 
expectations for 

treatment

Weigh the pros 
and cons of 

testing and/or 
treatment 

options with 
patients

Elicit patient 
preferences for 
treatment and 

disease 
management

Shared 
Decision



Improving Procedures for 
Timely Follow-up with Patients



Improving Communication with Patients 

➢ Who presents the option for 
molecular testing to patients?

➢ Who responds to patients’ 
questions about molecular 
testing? 

➢ Are roles and responsibilities 
clear? 

➢ Are internal resources optimally 
leveraged? 

Introducing Molecular 
Testing to Patients 

➢ Who reports test results to 
patients? 

➢ Who discusses implications for 
treatment? 

➢ What educational materials are 
provided, if any? 

Presenting Test Results 



Improving Team Communication 

➢ What procedures are in place to 
ensure the timely scheduling of 
subsequent molecular testing?

➢ What could be improved? 

Subsequent Testing

➢ What happens when new 
biomarker tests become available 
for your patients?

➢ Who communicates that 
information to patients?

➢ What could be improved?

Updating Treatment Options



Summary



Key Takeaways

➢ Educate patients about the benefits of molecular testing and how results inform treatment 
decisions to support patient “buy-in” and reasons for testing

➢ Personalize communication strategies to deliver information at a level the patient can understand 
and use appropriate language

➢ Tailor the level of detail to the patient’s expressed preference

➢ Implement shared decision-making based on patients’ understanding of: 

➢ The benefits of and barriers to testing

➢ Interpretation and implication of test results

➢ Treatment options and realistic expectations

➢ Their preferences for treatment and disease management

➢ Ensure timely follow up with patients and communicate when new biomarker tests become 
available

Overview of Communicating with Patients
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