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Coordinating Care for Breast Cancer Pays Off
B Y  S H A R O N  W O R C E S T E R

Southeast  Bureau

Breast cancer survivors are more
likely to receive recommended
care when they see both an on-

cology specialist and a primary care
physician, data from a study of trends in
survivor care between 1998 and 2002 in
nearly 24,000 survivors suggest.

Claire F. Snyder, Ph.D., of Johns Hop-
kins University, Baltimore, and her col-
leagues used data from the Surveillance,
Epidemiology and End Results Medicare-
linked database (SEER-Medicare) to look
at preventive, screening, and surveillance
care trends in the 23,731 survivors of
stage I-III breast cancer who were older
than age 65 years, in fee-for-service
Medicare, and diagnosed between 1998

and 2002. The survivors were grouped
into five cohorts based on their year of
diagnosis, and trends in this population
were compared with those in controls.

Most survivors (55%-60% in each co-
hort) were followed during their first
year of survivorship by both a primary
care physician and an oncology special-
ist. The percentage of survivors who
were followed by only an oncology spe-
cialist increased, and the percentage who
were followed by only a primary care
physician decreased over the study peri-
od, Dr. Snyder said.

The study was funded by the Ameri-
can Cancer Society.

Those patients who were seen by both
types of providers were shown after risk
adjustment to be more likely to receive
each of the types of preventive care that
were measured ( J. Clin. Oncol. 2009 Jan.
21 [doi:10.1200/JCO.2008.18.0950]). 

Of all survivors who were seeing both
a primary care physician and an oncolo-
gy specialist, 60% received flu shots, com-
pared with fewer than about 50% in the
other physician-mix groups; nearly 40%
received cholesterol screening, compared
with between 20% and just over 30% in
the other groups; about 33% received
colorectal cancer screening, compared
with about 13%-22% in the other groups;
and about 18% underwent bone densit-
ometry, compared with fewer than 14%
in the other groups, Dr. Snyder said.

The study was limited by the inclusion
of only those survivors who were older
than age 65 years in the Medicare fee-for-
service program, and by the lack of data
on why specific preventive services were
or were not provided.

The findings emphasize the impor-
tance of coordination of care between
both types of providers in providing fol-
low-up care, she concluded.

In an earlier iteration of the study, data
comparing 23,731 survivors with an
equal number of “screening controls”
(defined as those matched by age, eth-
nicity, sex, and region, as well as mam-
mogram in the survivor’s year of diag-
nosis) were presented by Dr. Snyder at
the annual meeting of the American So-
ciety of Clinical Oncology. 

Breast cancer survivors were found to
be less likely to receive preventive care,

with the exception of mammography,
than were screening controls. However,
trends over time in survivors’ care tend-
ed to be better than in screening controls,
Dr. Snyder said. No differences were
seen over time in trends in primary care
provider visits, but survivors’ visits to
other physician specialists increased
faster than did those of controls.

Both survivors and screening controls
received more flu shots (with similar in-

creases over time in both groups), and
more cholesterol screening (with a faster
increase in rates among survivors over
time) in 2002, compared with 1998. Also,
more survivors received bone densitom-
etry in 2002, compared with 1998; the
rate in screening controls didn’t change
significantly over time. In the case of
colorectal cancer screening, both groups
received less screening in 2002, com-
pared with 1998, she said. ■

Those patients
who were seen by
both types of
providers were
more likely to
receive
preventive care.
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