
The Role of the Oncology Nurse  
in Cancer Genetic Counseling

The identification of genes that, when mutated, are associated with cancer development has transformed cancer detection 
and cancer management. The genetic revolution, spawned by the Human Genome Project (National Institutes of Health, 
2009) has resulted in a shift in focus from genetics (hereditary transmission and the variation of inherited characteristics) to 
genomics, which refers to the study of multiple genes, DNA sequences, and proteins and their interaction with one another. 
Genetic and genomic information now can be used to describe the biology of disease, characterize malignancies, develop new 
therapeutic modalities, and identify individuals at increased risk of developing cancer. As genetic and genomic technology 
evolves and knowledge of cancer genomics expands, healthcare providers must respond by informing people with cancer, 
their families, and the public about the implications of these developments for cancer prevention and risk reduction, early 
detection, and treatment (American Nurses Association & International Society of Nurses in Genetics, 2007). Oncology 
nurses in all settings have a role in educating patients, families, and the public about cancer-related genetics and genomics. 
Advanced practice nurses with specialized training in clinical cancer genetics and genomics and cancer predisposition testing 
may be involved in the clinical application of cancer genetics, including genetic counseling and education. Oncology nurses 
are able to provide comprehensive care in the area of clinical cancer genetics to meet the needs of the increased number of 
individuals requesting this service.

grams are developed and provided to practicing oncology 
nurses. 

•	 Collaborative relationships between healthcare provid-
ers and specialty organizations with a focus in genetics 
are essential to provide comprehensive care to high-risk 
individuals. 

•	 Comprehensive cancer genetic risk counseling includes 
cancer risk assessment and education, facilitation of ge-
netic testing, pre- and post-test counseling and follow-up, 
provision of personally tailored cancer risk management 
options and recommendations, and psychosocial coun-
seling and support services. Practice is consistent with 
guidelines defined by an individual’s state nurse practice 
act, the nurse’s educational preparation, the scope of the 
nurse’s role, and standards of oncology nursing practice 
(National Coalition for Health Professional Education in Genet-
ics, 2007).   
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It Is the Position of ONS That
•	 Further advances in the science of clinical cancer genet-

ics and genomics will increase the need for professional 
nurses trained in genetics and genomics and cancer care 
(Calzone & Masny, 2004). 

•	 Cancer genomic information is integrated into relevant 
curriculum content and taught at all levels of nursing 
education (National Human Genome Research Institute, 
2009). 

•	 Oncology nurses at the general and advanced practice 
levels have educational preparation in the principles of 
human genetics and genomics and in the critical evalua-
tion of ethical, legal, and social implications of the use of 
genetic and genomic technology in cancer care (Calzone 
& Tranin, 2003). 

•	 Oncology nursing practice related to cancer genetics 
includes three levels. 
–	 The general oncology nurse 
–	 The advanced practice oncology nurse 
–	 The advanced practice oncology nurse with specialty 

training in cancer genetics and genomics. 
•	 Nurses who provide comprehensive cancer genetic risk 

counseling are advanced practice oncology nurses with 
specialized education in cancer genetics and hereditary 
cancer predisposition syndromes. 

•	 Continuing education and specialized educational pro-
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