Biomarker Testing 101 – What is it & why it matters for sarcoma patients
Biomarker testing is a helpful tool if you've been diagnosed with sarcoma. It looks at specific parts of your tumor, like genes and proteins, to help your doctors understand your cancer better. This helps them make a more accurate diagnosis and choose the best treatment for you. Keep reading to learn more about biomarker testing and its role in the sarcoma journey.
What is a Biomarker?
A biomarker, short for “biological marker,” is something in your body that doctors can measure to learn about your health. Biomarkers can be found in your blood, other bodily fluids, or tissue samples.
Biomarkers are widely used in medicine, and include things like blood pressure, cholesterol levels, or even your heartrate. In cancer, biomarkers are changes in cells that help the cancer grow and survive. 
What is Biomarker Testing?
Biomarker testing, also known as molecular or genomic testing, identifies genetic alterations in tumor cells. This testing is important in many cancers, including sarcoma, as it helps definitively diagnose the tumor and can help determine the most effective treatment option, forming the basis of personalized medicine. Biomarker testing is typically recommended for patients with Stage III or IV disease, those whose sarcoma has returned after initial treatment, and/or those who are interested in participating in a clinical trial. 
For individuals with sarcoma, biomarker testing can assist doctors in making a more accurate diagnosis and customizing treatment plans to best suit each patient.
How is Biomarker Testing Performed?
In sarcoma, biomarker testing involves testing a small sample of tumor tissue in a lab. Your doctor may use tissue that has been removed during a biopsy or surgery. Biomarker testing is usually ordered by your oncologist or surgeon. 
You may hear biomarker testing referred to as tumor testing, tumor genetic testing, tumor marker testing, tumor subtyping, genomic testing, genomic profiling, genome sequencing, molecular testing or molecular profiling, somatic testing, or next generation sequencing (NGS).
How Long Does it Take to Get Biomarker Testing Results?
It can take up to four weeks to get your biomarker test results. Once available, your doctor will then schedule a time to discuss the results with you. When discussing your results, be sure to ask for a copy of the biomarker testing report. This will come in handy should you decide later to get a second opinion or when making future treatment decisions.
How Will My Biomarker Testing Results Be Used?
Understanding the role of biomarker testing in sarcoma treatment can be crucial for patients and healthcare providers alike.
· Confirming Your Diagnosis: Sarcomas are rare cancers and there are over 70 different subtypes, many of which look similar using traditional imaging. Biomarker testing provides additional information that can help distinguish one sarcoma from another.
· Providing Prognostic Information: Your biomarker test results may also give your doctor additional information about your prognosis. For example, some biomarkers are associated with increased risk of metastasis or relapse.
· Informing Treatment Selection: Finally, biomarker testing can also impact your available treatment options. This could include an FDA-approved therapy, a clinical trial, or other options.
What Does Research Say About Biomarker Testing in Sarcoma?
Studies show that biomarker testing is very helpful in diagnosing and treating sarcoma. In 2017, a retrospective study looked at data from 102 patients with sarcoma at MD Anderson Cancer Center. It found that 61% of these patients had at least one genetic change that could be targeted with treatment.1 Another study published in JCO Precision Oncology showed that biomarker testing helped doctors choose treatments for 25% of patients with sarcoma and led to longer periods without the cancer getting worse.2
Why is Biomarker Testing Important in Sarcoma Clinical Trials?
Clinical trials are now using biomarker testing more often to decide who can join a study. Doctors look at specific genetic information from a patient's tumor to see if they are a good match for the trial. There are also new types of trials called basket and umbrella trials. These trials test many different treatments at the same time, which can speed up the process of finding the best treatment for different types of cancer.
A 2023 study found that patients with advanced sarcoma who have already had many treatments who enrolled in a early-phase trials that required biomarker testing had improved outcomes compared to those who enrolled in trials who did not require biomarker testing.2
How to Talk to Your Doctor About Biomarker Testing:
Understanding whether biomarker testing is right for you can be an important step in your sarcoma journey. If you're unsure where to start, here are some questions you can bring to your next appointment:
· Was my tumor tested for all biomarkers? If not, why?
· Did my results show any biomarkers?
· Can biomarker testing help guide treatment options for my type of sarcoma?
· How have/will the results affect my treatment plan?
· Is this testing covered by insurance, or are there financial assistance programs available?
· How long will it take to get the results, and who will explain them to me?
· Could the results qualify me for any clinical trials or targeted therapies?
· How can I get a copy of my results?
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