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The Browns from Preston: an ‘ordinary family’ 

  

• Theresa, Grandmother, died at 75 with Alzheimer’s Disease 

• John, 65, Theresa’s son, becoming forgetful? 

• Cath, 60, John’s wife, concerned about her husband and son 

• Ben, 32, John and Cath’s son, single, uses genetic testing kit from ‘23andMe’, found to be at 

‘increased risk of Alzheimer’s Disease’ 

• Louise, 36, John and Cath’s daughter, married, infertility issues, uses ovulation microscope 

• Yusef, 30, Louise’s husband, infertility issues 

 

Scenario 1: Making sense of genetic data 

Ben, aged 32, is a single man with a good job working in a small engineering company. He likes 

computers and his smartphone, and enjoys downloading films and surfing the web. One of his 

favourite websites recently is called 23andMe. This is a company based in the US which sells genetic 

testing kits directly to the public. A friend at work had read about 23andMe in the magazine Wired 

and mentioned it over lunch one day. He had been quite excited about it. 

Three months ago, Ben sent off for a genetic testing kit from 23andMe’s website and when it 

arrived, followed the instructions as pictured in the package. He registered the kit on the website 

and filled in the online form with his name, gender and date of birth. It also asked him if he wanted 

to take online surveys and be part of 23andMe’s research studies. He read through the consent 

document and ticked the box: ‘Yes, I’d like to participate in making new genetic discoveries with 

23andWe Research’. He took out the small ‘spittoon’ that came with the box, spat into the tube and 

sealed it according to the instructions. His favourite part of the kit was the biohazard logo on the 

plastic bag that came with the tube. 

Five weeks later, he got an email from 23andMe saying his results were ready and they’d tell him all 

about his ‘personal genome’, about the patterns in his DNA and what they mean for his health, the 

way his body works, and even his family history running back centuries. Ben is healthy, and did not 

expect any bad news. His main reason for having the test was curiosity. He read through his results 

which said all kinds of things such as he was unlikely to be a sprinter and that his earwax type was 

wet. His risk of deep vein thrombosis was also lower than average. But there was one thing a bit 

alarming in his test results. Ben carries one copy of something called the ApoE4 allele which gives 

him an above normal risk of getting Alzheimer’s Disease. 

Now, his grandmother Theresa had died with Alzheimer’s Disease at the age of 75. Ben had never 

thought much about that until now. And come to think of it, his mother Cath had been saying 

recently that his father John was having problems remembering lots of small things day to day. He 

would forget names and misplace things. Ben kept thinking about his 23andMe results, and the 

thought that he might get Alzheimer’s stuck in his mind. He started spending quite a lot of time on 

the 23andMe website and its community forum reading postings about other people’s test results. 
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Many of them had taken their results to their doctors, and some were taking nutritional 

supplements to lower their risk of getting Alzheimer’s Disease. There was a lot of discussion about 

family history of the condition, and quite a lot of references to and talk about medical and scientific 

papers that people had read. Ben started to search for scientific papers, and read several dozen he 

had found on the web, but found them pretty confusing. Some reported a ‘two-fold increased risk 

with the ApoE4 allele’, but some of the papers reported on a three-fold lifetime risk. He wasn’t sure 

how to make sense of all the information and his own test results so he made an appointment to 

see his GP. But the visit was not a success, the doctor didn’t seem to know much about recent 

research on the genetics of Alzheimer’s, and couldn’t make sense of the 23andMe results. Although 

his GP has reminded him that the information only suggested a risk, Ben still felt worried. 

A few days after, he brought up the test results when talking with his mother. Her immediate 

reaction was concern. She also thought John should take the test, but John wasn’t interested. He 

would face it when and if the time comes. Ben felt differently. He wanted to know more about 

what he could do to prevent Alzheimer’s, and since his GP was not much help, he went back onto 

23andMe’s website to look for answers……. 

 

Scenario 2 –Making Sense of Fertility Monitoring 

Ben’s sister Louise, aged 36, was having troubles of her own. Five years ago she married Yusef, aged 

30, who she’d met on holiday in Turkey. Louise was a full-time pre-school teacher and really 

wanted to have children. The couple had been trying to start a family for about a year now and 

were becoming concerned that there might be some deeper, underlying medical issues that might 

be affecting their fertility. About 2 months ago, Louise came across an article in a magazine about 

conception and pregnancy and it described a few ways in which women are monitoring ovulation in 

order to help them conceive. Louise knew vaguely that there was a more fertile time of the month 

but she didn’t know much about ovulation or when those fertile times might be. According to the 

article, if Louise knew when she ovulated, she and Yusef would have a much better chance of 

conceiving. One of the technologies the article recommended was the ovulation microscope. It was 

a small device which looked like a lipstick and had a compact microscopic lens inside. It seemed 

relatively straight forward to use and at only £12.99 was pretty affordable. Louise decided she 

would try and buy it at Boots but couldn’t find it, and the shop assistants hadn’t heard of it either. 

Browsing online she found she could buy it directly from the manufacturer’s website; they even had 

other products such as for testing the quality of sperm or for the menopause. When it arrived, she 

found the device to be much smaller and more compact than she had imagined, it looked like a 

lipstick, somehow she had imagined it to be more scientific or technical. She examined it, reading 

the instructions and studying the black and white photos of ovulation patterns. Feeling excited, she 

placed it on her bedside table ready for the morning. According to the instructions, she had to use 

the device before eating or drinking anything, not even a glass of water, and also before brushing 

her teeth as this would affect the saliva and make it more difficult to see the ovulation patterns on 

the lens. When morning came, just seconds after waking up, Louise opened the microscope and 

unscrewed the lens. She placed a small amount of saliva onto the clean glass. She waited nervously 

for several minutes and then examined the patterns which had formed on the lens, but she couldn’t 

see anything; no shapes, no patterns, just a blank yellow space. According to the instruction sheet 
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this meant that she was not fertile on that day. She was somewhat disappointed but thought that 

perhaps she was expecting too much on her first day! She made a note of the data on her 

smartphone – she had downloaded an App which made it easier for her to keep a record of her 

fertile and non-fertile days and other bits of information such as menstruation dates, aches and 

pains, moods and anything else that might indicate ovulation, or perhaps even one day, pregnancy! 

After 8 days, she gradually began to see patterns emerge; they were like crystals in the shape of 

ferns. According to the instructions, this meant she was ovulating. She began to feel excited about 

this: even though ovulation was something that happened every month, this time it was different, 

she could see it happening, somehow she was more involved in the process and more in tune with 

her body. It also made her feel she was getting closer to what she really wanted, a child. She told 

Yusef about it but he was less enthusiastic, “let’s just keep trying and see how it goes” he always 

said, which annoyed her. They both wanted children but she seemed to want it more, perhaps this 

was because he was younger; he had more time. 

She continued to use the ovulation microscope over several days and months, storing the data in 

her smartphone. She could now easily recognize the days when she was ovulating yet there was no 

sign of pregnancy. Why? She had felt so optimistic when she bought the microscope; now 

disappointment was setting in. She looked at some of the pregnancy forums on the Internet where 

women discussed using the microscope and shared their experiences. She found that some were 

uploading pictures of their ovulating patterns and discussing what the images meant. Although 

some women had become pregnant whilst using the microscope, others hadn’t and were looking 

for alternatives. 

Ten months later Louise was using the microscope less and less. She was able to feel when 

ovulation took place, the microscope had helped her with that, but she was still not pregnant. She 

knew that she would have to go and see her GP soon to talk about other options. She was anxious 

about this and about what her GP might say. She had chatted to other women on online forums 

and many of these had chosen to go down the IVF path. What other path was there actually? The 

prospect of infertility treatment and all that came with it was frightening. 

Some of the other women on the forum had recommended the ’Duo-Fertility Monitor’ as the last 

step before IVF. This was another fertility monitor but one that was supposedly much more 

sophisticated although some women described it as a ’fancy, expensive thermometer.’ It was 

certainly expensive at £500 but then again IVF could end up a lot more. Louise looked up this device 

on the Internet and read the reviews of women users. There were two parts to it; one was a coin 

like piece which had to be worn under the arm and the other was an egg shaped monitor which had 

lots of symbols on it. The coin piece took 20,000 temperature readings a day which were then sent 

to the egg shaped monitor. It was also possible to add in your own data – it was a bit like a diary. All 

of this data would then be uploaded onto your computer and sent to the Duo Fertility centre. 

Fertility specialists would look through the data and identify signs of ovulation or any problems with 

fertility. To Louise, this all sounded really positive. She had already make contact with one of the 

fertility experts and he seemed helpful, taking time to responding to her questions. If she were to 

buy the Duo Fertility monitor, it would also mean she would be able to hold off on any (medical) 

fertility treatment for the time being. After 10 months of trying and failing was £500 really all that 

much? She didn’t think so, but was sure Yusef wouldn’t see it that way. And he should probably 

also have his sperm tested… Louise was worried about what lay ahead, nothing was clear cut and 

there was a lot at stake. 


