






  
    Skip to main content
  

    
    
        

           
                Intended for healthcare professionals

            


            
                
                    
                

            



            
            
            
                
                    
                        	
        Subscribe
    
	
    

  
    My Account    
  
  	My email alerts




	
        BMA member login
    


  
    Login    
  
  	


  Username *
 



  Password *
 



  Forgot your log in details? 
 




  Need to activate 
 




  




  BMA Member Log In 
 



  Log in via OpenAthens 
 



  Log in via your institution 
 








                        
                                                    
                                  
    

      
  
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Edition: 

  
    US    
  
  	UK
	South Asia
	International



  


  
  



  




 
  

                            

                        
                        
                            
                                Our company
                            

                        


                    

                

            


            
            
                
                    

                        
                            
                            
                                Toggle navigation
                            
                            
                                                            
                                    
                                    The BMJ logo

                                
                                                        Site map

                            
                            
                                
                                    
                                    Search

                                    
                                        
                                            
                                                                                                      
    

      
  
      Search form

    Search
Search







 
  

                                                                                            


                                            
                                                	Advanced search
	Search responses
	Search blogs


                                            

                                        

                                    

                                

                            


                            
                            
                                
                                Toggle top menu
                            

                            
                            
                                
                                
                                                                        
                                    
                                                                                    	covid-19
	Research	At a glance
	Research papers
	Research methods and reporting
	Minerva
	Research news


	Education	At a glance
	Clinical reviews
	Practice
	Minerva
	Endgames
	State of the art
	What your patient is thinking
	Rapid recommendations
	Student


	News & Views	At a glance
	News
	Features
	Editorials
	Analysis
	Observations
	Opinion
	Head to head
	Editor's choice
	Letters
	Obituaries
	Views and reviews
	Careers
	Rapid responses


	Campaigns	At a glance
	Better evidence
	Climate change
	Divestment from fossil fuels
	Patient and public partnership
	Too much medicine
	Wellbeing


	Jobs	Doctor Jobs UK
	Hospital Jobs UK
	GP Jobs UK
	International Jobs



                                        
                                        
                                        
                                            	Archive
	For authors
	Hosted


                                        

                                    
                                


                                                            





                        

                    

                

            

        

         
            
            
                
                
                                        	News & Views
	Should all babies have...
	Should all babies have their genome sequenced at birth?

                    

                                        
                                                                                                                                                                                          
    

      
  
       
        

      
    

    
  

  

  
      
        
          
  
      
  
  
    

            Head To Head
    
    
            Should all babies have their genome sequenced at birth?
    
    BMJ
    2021;
    375
     doi: https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.n2679
    (Published 18 November 2021)
  
    Cite this as: BMJ 2021;375:n2679  

    
    


  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    	Article
	Related content
	Metrics
	Responses
	Peer review
	

  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    [image: Loading]

  
    
  
      
  
  
    	Leslie G Biesecker, director, Center for Precision Health Research1, 
	Eric D Green, director1, 
	Teri Manolio, director, Division of Genomic Medicine1, 
	Benjamin D Solomon, clinical director, National Human Genome Research Institute1, 
	David Curtis, honorary professor, UCL Genetics Institute23

	1National Human Genome Research Institute, Bethesda, Maryland, USA

	2UCL Genetics Institute, University College London, UK

	3Centre for Psychiatry, Queen Mary University of London, UK


	Correspondence to: L Biesecker lesb{at}mail.nih.gov, D Curtis d.curtis{at}ucl.ac.uk


The UK is set to pilot genetic sequencing in healthy babies. Genomic screening at appropriate ages could help reduce the burden of genetic disorders, say Leslie Biesecker and colleagues, but David Curtis argues that newborns cannot consent and that our most personal data might be misused

Yes—Leslie Biesecker, Eric Green, Teri Manolio, and Ben Solomon
Routine genome sequencing of newborns is often cited as an aspirational component of precision healthcare. It is being studied in clinical research settings123 and, conceptually, is an extension of screening newborns for genetic diseases. Today’s newborn screening involves analysing metabolites, but a broader implementation that includes genome sequencing will eventually happen.
Extensive clinical evidence has shown that screening for genetic diseases saves lives. Research has shown that it can be cost effective,4 especially when the expense of genome sequencing is amortised across the many diseases and pharmacogenetic traits for which the sequence is available over a lifetime. We therefore contend that the central issue is timing: although we are not prepared today for widespread, routine genome sequencing in newborns, it is coming within a few decades.
Phased rollout
Newborns should not be screened for all potential diseases, however. Insufficient data support this idea, which would likely overwhelm families and healthcare systems, and it is difficult to show that full screening would have clinical utility for adult onset or untreatable disorders. We instead advocate a phased rollout of the process, where the genome sequence is generated at birth and where, over time, genomic variants are disclosed sequentially in newborns (for example, designated newborn screening conditions), children (Wilms’s tumour, retinoblastoma), teenagers (aortopathy, cardiomyopathy), reproductive years (carrier risks), and adults (colon, breast cancer). This approach would disclose findings at a life stage … 
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