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Liquid Biopsy – Clinical Uses and Implications
Cancer is one of the leading causes of death globally, accounting for approximately 8.8 million (or one in six) deaths in 
2015. New cancer cases are expected to increase by approximately 70% over the next two decades. 

Cancer also has massive global financial implications. The total impact of premature death and disability due to cancer 
in 2008 (the latest year for which figures are available) was USD 895 billion, representing 1.5% of the world’s gross 
domestic product (GDP) that year. Its burden on health and finances can be reduced through early detection and 
effective management, as there is a higher probability of cure if the disease is diagnosed at an early stage. 

Researchers have long been exploring alternate ways to screen for and diagnose cancer. One option gaining ground in 
recent years is liquid biopsy; i.e., the testing of blood or other bodily fluids for specific cellular biomarkers.

This is not a new concept. Circulating protein tumor markers such as carcinoembryonic antigen (CEA) or prostate-
specific antigen (PSA) have been used for years to screen for cancers. These tests, however, have had limited use, as 
many cancers do not have a reliable protein biomarker, and even for those that do, the proteins could be elevated due 
to reasons unrelated to tumor growth. 

Also, traditional diagnostic techniques such as tissue biopsy or imaging studies are usually not used for screening 
purposes; rather, they are recommended only if the patient shows symptoms or a suspicious lump, at which point the 
disease might already be well-established. 

Recent advances are making it possible to test blood or other bodily fluids for biomarkers that identify cancer in patients, 
such as circulating tumor cells (CTCs) and circulating tumor DNA (ctDNA). As liquid biopsies are gaining a foothold in 
clinical practice, insurance professionals must understand them and their uses. 
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could lead to higher cancer incidence rates than 
anticipated. This could impact the pricing assumptions 
of certain products, especially those offering early-stage 


