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(THEME MUSIC)
Lollar: Biospecimens are samples of human tissue, organs, or fluids such as blood or urine. The lack of standardized, high-quality biospecimens is widely recognized as a major roadblock to cancer research. In episode #168 of the National Institutes of Health Research Radio podcast, host Joe Balintfy talked with NCI Cancer Bulletin writer Ted Winstead about a story he wrote on the NIH-sponsored Genotype-Tissue Expression project, or GTEx. 

Balintfy: Basically, what's the project doing?

Winstead: The project is collecting multiple samples, little tiny pieces of tissue from people who have died and donated their bodies to research. Part of what's unique here is that they are collecting from up to 30 different kinds of tissue—from the body, from heart, muscles, skin, spleen—to try to understand how genes are regulated in each of these different tissues.

Balintfy: So it's more than just banking the tissues, right?

Winstead: That's right. Part of it is to develop a bank of tissues that researchers can use in the future, and it's also to try to learn how genetic variation, little differences in our DNA from one person to the next, how that may affect how genes are turned on and off in different tissues.

Balintfy: There's also a collection process. Can you explain a little bit about that?

Winstead: Yes. The collection process was overseen by the cancer Human Biobank, or caHUB, and they developed a whole new process, a whole new way for collecting all these tissues. As soon as tissue is removed from the body, it begins to change, and researchers like to know—study tissue that's as close to how it is in the body as possible. And this project put into place more than 150 different standard operating procedures to try to make sure that the tissue changes as little as possible when it's removed from the body.

Balintfy: The government loves standard operating procedures.

Winstead: Sure.

Balintfy: It's also important for science for that standard, right, from measuring one sample to the next?

Winstead: That's correct. And right now there are many, many questions about what are the best ways to go about collecting and preserving and storing these tissues, and many of the researchers on this project believe that the lessons learned and the procedures used in this study will guide future efforts to collect, process, and store these tissues that are so important for scientific research.

Balintfy: While you were working on the story, were there some things that struck you about it?

Winstead: Yes, there were. I was struck by the basic approach, which was the investigators wanted to leave nothing to chance, and they wanted to document everything they could in order to help biobankers going forward and researchers who use the tissues.

So one example is in the kits that were developed to ship the tissue from where it was collected to the biobanks. There are data loggers inside these kits that record the temperature every minute, and this could help researchers learn what are the best temperatures for shipping specimens. That question has never been asked before in a systematic way or on such a large scale.

Balintfy: What were some of the things that the people you talked to said about the system and the whole topic?

Winstead: Everyone was enthusiastic. They said, “This has never been done and we are really excited to see what the results are.” The idea of being able to understand how inherited changes in our DNA have an impact on how genes are turned on and off would have many implications for researchers trying to understand both health and then disease, as well.

Balintfy: Is there a question that I didn't ask that you think I should have or maybe something that you would want to reemphasize about your article?

Winstead: Many of the people I talked to said that without the donors and without their families, this would not be possible. Another aspect of this study is to also learn the best way to tell donors and donor families about the project and make sure that their consent is given, and that's another important area where researchers are still trying to learn the best ways to proceed.

(THEME MUSIC)

Lollar: You can read the full article about GTEx, and see a related video, in the September 18, 2012, issue of the NCI Cancer Bulletin, a publication of the NIH’s National Cancer Institute. Go to www.cancer.gov/ncicancerbulletin to see the current issue, search the archives, or begin your free subscription. To hear more NIH Research Radio podcasts online, or to subscribe to the podcast, visit www.nih.gov/news/radio. 

I’m Cindy Lollar with the NCI Cancer Bulletin.
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