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At 31, filmmaker Joanna Rudnick faces an impossible decision:

remove her breasts and ovaries or risk incredible odds of

developing cancer. Although genetic testing provides an

opportunity for prevention, it also leaves Rudnick with the

unnerving knowledge that she is risking her life by holding on

to her fertility. In the Family, a feature-length (83-minute)

documentary, is Rudnick’s personal and compelling journey as

she grapples with her situation.

As Rudnick looks inward to reflect on her options, she connects

with other women trying to navigate the unpredictable world of

predictive genetic testing. Their experiences challenge the

viewer to ponder a variety of issues, including health equity,

access to care, the consequences of the commercial patenting

of genes, and the effects of medical technology on family and

personal relationships.

As an outreach tool, In the Family is an excellent springboard

for discussion, combining the deeply personal with important

public policy. It explores difficult territory with courage, dignity

and care.

© American Documentary, Inc. 4

Discussion Guide | In the Family

Introduction

Se
as

on 21

Joanna examines the testing kit for the BRCA mutations.
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Breast Cancer
It is estimated that 182,000

women in the United

States will be diagnosed

with invasive breast cancer

in 2008. Breast cancer is

the second most common

cancer among women in

the United States. (The first

is skin cancer.) Symptoms

of breast cancer may

include a lump in the

breast, a change in the size

or shape of the breast, and

discharge from a nipple.

Breast cancer is the

second leading cause of

cancer death in women.

(Lung cancer is the first.)

In a 2006 study, it was

determined that even

though 12 to 29 percent more white women are diagnosed with

breast cancer than African American women, African American

women are 28 percent more likely to die from the disease.

Between 5 and 10 percent of breast cancers are thought to be

linked to gene mutations, including but not restricted to

changes in the BRCA1 and BRCA2 genes. Women with these

mutations have a 36 to 85 percent lifetime risk for breast cancer

and a 16 to 60 percent lifetime risk for ovarian cancer,

depending on the group of women studied. This is in contrast

with the 12 percent lifetime breast cancer risk and 1.8 percent

lifetime ovarian cancer risk in the general population.

Currently, it is unclear whether the chances of developing these

cancers are related to the specific mutation identified in a

family or whether additional factors, like genetic and environ-

mental, affect how the disease develops. It is generally

accepted, however, that carriers of mutations in BRCA1 and

BRCA2 have an excessive risk for both breast and ovarian

cancer and that those individuals should take into account more

intensive preventive and screening strategies.

One in 40 Ashkenazi Jews carry a BRCA mutation, about 10 to 15

times higher than the general population.

Seventy to 80 percent of women who get breast cancer do not

have a family history of the disease.

Sources:

Anna Newlin, CGC; American Cancer Society; National Cancer Institute;

www.ahrq.gov/research/minority.htm#breast;

www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/breastcancer.html.
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Joanna's sister Lisa examines a mammogram.
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Ovarian Cancer
It is estimated that 21,000 women will be diagnosed with ovarian

cancer in 2008. Ovarian cancer is the eighth most common

cancer in women (not counting skin cancer). It ranks fifth as the

cause of cancer death in women. Symptoms may include pain

in the lower abdomen, bleeding from the vagina, weight gain or

loss, abnormal periods, unexplained back pain that gets worse,

bloating, nausea, vomiting, and trouble eating.

Overall, the prognosis for ovarian cancer remains poor, with a

45 percent five-year survival rate. Approximately 15,280 women

die every year in the United States from ovarian cancer.

Most cases of ovarian cancer are not explained by any known

risk factors, and early detection is difficult given the difficulties

associated with ovarian cancer screening.

Most ovarian cancers happen after menopause. Half of all

these cancers are found in women over the age of 63.

Ovarian cancer risk is higher among women whose close blood

relatives have or had this disease.

About one in 10 cases of ovarian cancer are linked to a

hereditary predisposition.

The chance of a woman with a BRCA1 or BRCA2 mutation

developing ovarian cancer is 16 to 60 percent. For the general

population, the chance is 1 to 1.8 percent.

Women who have had breast cancer have a higher risk of

ovarian cancer.

Source:

Anna Newlin, CGC; American Cancer Society;

www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/ovariancancer.html;

www.emedicine.com/med/TOPIC1698.HTM;

www.genetichealth.com/BROV_OC_Screening_Procedures.shtml#Anchor1; Cara

Tenanbaum, Ovarian Cancer National Alliance; Allison Werner-Lin, Ph.D.
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An animation from the film explains how Joanna

inherited the BRCA mutation and how the BRCA gene works.
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