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Background

Misleading advertisements of direct-to-consumer (DTC) genetic tests pose risks to consumers.
1. Although an increasing range of genetic services can potentially empower individuals to take control over their health by providing at-home diagnostics of various diseases, misleading advertisements for these relatively new technologies can endanger consumers.

2. Consumers can purchase these tests directly from genetic companies after viewing advertisements, requiring no involvement from the consumer’s healthcare provider; however, consumers generally do not have the tools necessary to properly interpret the meaning of test results.  
3. Consequently, test results could influence consumers to alter their behaviors in an unhealthy way, causing them to change medications unnecessarily or forego recommended screenings (i.e., mammograms) on the mistaken belief that they are no longer at risk.

4. While government officials at the federal and state levels have recognized significant potential pitfalls of these new technologies to consumers, they have yet to take broader actions necessary to shield consumers, even though existing law may not provide adequate protection.

Clients and collaborators

Maryland Office of Attorney General

Goals 

To educate Maryland consumers to make better-informed decisions about at-home genetic testing and avoid its potential pitfalls.
1. Ensure that consumers understand the true functions of genetic tests and do not take any drastic actions without consulting a medical professional.

2. Enable Maryland officials to protect consumers with this information at their disposal.

Objective

To provide resources to educate consumers about at-home genetic tests and to aid government officials in determining what sorts of actions will best address this issue.

Tasks 

This is a three-part project.

3. Outline the actions that federal and state governments have taken to address this issue so far.

4. Analyze the Maryland Consumer Protection Act to see whether it adequately covers actions against genetic companies in light of the unique nature of genetic tests.

5. Provide more accurate and accessible information about the advantages and disadvantages of at-home genetic tests in a consumer-friendly format.
