
backs of liquid-based cytology notwith-
standing, this technique does represent
an improvement over conventional
smear techniques. The few studies that
satisfy today’s stringent criteria for qual-
ity of evidence have found liquid-based
cytology to be significantly more sensi-
tive than the conventional Pap test.2,5

The evidence for the effectiveness of
the Pap test as a cancer control measure
was obtained in an era before the ran-
domized controlled trial paradigm be-
came widespread. Newer techniques are
being judged by criteria that are far
more stringent than the ones used to
place the Pap test on its current pedestal.
Well-designed studies with suitable end
points are expensive and take many
years. Privileged observers of the cervi-
cal cancer screening scene, such as Elli-
son, should take this into account before
prematurely repudiating new methods.

We agree that it is unfortunate that
reliance on new technologies may limit
the practice of cervical cancer screening
to a few commercial interests. How-
ever, as these technologies gain ground,
competition is likely to ensue and the
present monopolies will disappear. 

Eduardo L. Franco
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Support groups for people
carrying a BRCA mutation

The study by Lisa Di Prospero and
colleagues on the psychosocial im-

pact of genetic testing for BRCA1 and
BRCA2 mutations is important and one
of the first to explore the perceptions of
tested women in Canada.1 We believe,
however, that it may be premature to
state that the “organization of support
groups for people found to have the
gene mutation should be a priority” for
clinical programs providing testing.

We are currently conducting a
prospective study describing a range of
outcomes of BRCA1 and BRCA2 testing
among Quebecers during pretest genetic
counselling and 1 month, 1 year and 3
years after result disclosure. Nearly half
the projected consecutive series of 900
participants have been recruited to date.
Participation exceeds 85%. Our data indi-
cate relatively low interest in support
groups in this population. Of the 91 sub-
jects questioned to date at 1 year after they
learned their test result, 27% of the peo-
ple with a BRCA mutation (10/37), 20%
of people with inconclusive results (2/10)
and 14% of people without a BRCA mu-
tation (6/44) expressed moderate or great
interest in having access to support
groups. Recent research among breast
cancer patients suggests that peer discus-
sion groups may be harmful to women
who already have high levels of support.2
This is an important point, as 75% of the
participants in the study by Di Prospero
and colleagues felt that support from fam-
ily and friends was meeting their needs.

We believe that psychosocial inter-
ventions for people undergoing genetic
testing for breast cancer susceptibility
are justified, given the current consen-
sus that all people should have access to
psychosocial care. However, given that
our present state of knowledge is based
on data from small numbers of tested

people, more research may be needed
before a clear-cut recommendation can
be made concerning support groups. 
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[The authors respond:]

We thank Michel Dorval and col-
leagues for their interest in our

study1 and agree with their statement
that the majority of people carrying a
BRCA1 or BRCA2 mutation do not
need support groups. By no means were
we trying to suggest that all people car-
rying one of these mutations should be
encouraged to join support groups. Ge-
netic testing populations are hetero-
geneous and one would not expect a
single intervention to address the psy-
chosocial needs of all people carrying a
BRCA mutation. 

What we did say was that “a signifi-
cant minority of [people carrying a
BRCA mutation] desire such a service.”
This “significant minority” was 9 of the
24 patients who participated in our
study (38%); this is not statistically sig-
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