
Genetics and cancer
Your body is made up of trillions of cells. Almost every cell contains genes. Genes are 
instructions that tell your body how to grow, develop and function.
Sometimes a gene can change. This is called a gene mutation. Some gene mutations are 
harmless. Some can cause cells to grow and divide out of control, which can lead to cancer.

What is tumour genetic testing?
Tumour genetic testing looks for certain gene mutations in your cancer cells. If you have  
high-grade serous ovarian cancer, the test looks for mutations in several genes linked to cancer.
This test only looks at the genes in your tumour. It does not test the genes in your blood or other 
healthy cells in your body.

Why is genetic testing done?
Tumour genetic testing helps your healthcare team learn more about your cancer. The results 
can help them:

•	 Choose a treatment that might work best for you. For example, a medicine called  
a PARP inhibitor might be used to treat some ovarian cancers with BRCA1 or  
BRCA2 mutations.

•	 Decide if you need more genetic testing.

What if my tumour genetic test shows a mutation?
Most tumours have acquired gene mutations. These mutations make tumour cells different from 
healthy cells. They are not usually inherited.
A genetic test using a blood sample can help show whether a gene mutation in your tumour is 
acquired or inherited.

•	 An acquired mutation means it is only in the tumour.
•	 An inherited mutation means it is present in all of the cells in your body.

This information helps guide your treatment. It can also help your healthcare team decide if you 
or your family need genetic counselling or more screening for cancer.
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What is the difference between an acquired mutation and an inherited mutation?

Acquired mutation Inherited mutation

The mutation is only in the tumour. It developed 
by chance in a cancer cell.

You might benefit from treatments like PARP 
inhibitors.

It does not usually increase your risk of 
developing other inherited cancers.

Your family members are not at increased risk 
because of this mutation.

This mutation does not usually affect the cancer 
screening recommended for your family.

The mutation is in all of your body’s cells, 
including the tumour. It was inherited from one 
of your parents.

You might benefit from treatments like PARP 
inhibitors.

It might increase your risk of developing other 
cancers linked to the inherited mutation.

Each of your parents, brothers, sisters and 
children have a 1 in 2 (50%) chance of having 
the same mutation.

The results might affect the genetic testing 
and cancer screening recommended for you 
and your family.

Want to learn more?
Ask for a copy of the Hereditary cancer and genetic testing after a cancer diagnosis booklet at your 
cancer centre, or visit bit.ly/hereditarycancertesting

Procedures, Lines, Tests | Genetic Testing | PROV | 2026-10 | L0058 © 2026 Cancer Care Alberta

For other Cancer Care Alberta 
resources, visit 

cancercarealberta.ca

https://www.albertahealthservices.ca/assets/info/cca/if-cca-hereditary-cancer-genetic-testing.pdf
https://www.albertahealthservices.ca/assets/info/cca/if-cca-hereditary-cancer-genetic-testing.pdf
https://cancercarealberta.ca/

