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Breast cancer is the most common cancer diagnosed in women and each year in
Australia, about 15,000 women are diagnosed with this disease. We know that certain
types of breast cancer respond very well to specific treatments, whereas other types
do not. It is very important that we determine what type of breast cancer a patient has
so that they receive the best kind of treatment. This is particularly important for breast
cancers that have high levels of ‘HER2’, a protein made in excess by certain breast
cancer cells. Up to 3000 women in Australia each year have very high levels of HER2
and as a result, are eligible to receive a specific drug that is covered by the public
health system.
Unfortunately, the tests that we currently use to determine HER2 levels in breast
cancer are not particularly reliable. It is estimated that up to 30% of all breast cancer
patients receive incorrect HER2 results. This directly impacts the way these patients
are treated and subsequently, their outcomes. This is a burden for the patients, their
families and the health budget. Breast cancer patients with ‘false’ positive results
receive inappropriate treatment and may experience unnecessary side effects that
require additional care. In contrast, women with ‘false’ negative results are denied
treatment that may have improved their outcome and will also require additional care
as their disease progresses.
This project will investigate a new, potentially more accurate method of HER2 testing.
We have already published a small study which shows that this new test appears to
be more accurate than existing methods. In this project, we will extend the previous
study and test a much larger number of breast cancers to confirm the method is
superior. We expect that the new test will be rapidly adopted by pathology
laboratories and will immediately benefit patients.
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