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More breast cancers were diagnosed at early
stage after Affordable Care Act took effect

June 23 2017

Micrograph showing a lymph node invaded by ductal breast carcinoma, with
extension of the tumour beyond the lymph node. Credit: Nephron/Wikipedia
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A Loyola University Chicago study published this month has found an
increase in the percentage of breast cancer patients who were diagnosed
in early Stage 1, after the Affordable Care Act took effect.

The increases in Stage 1 diagnoses were higher among African
American and Latina breast cancer patients, compared to white patients.

The study by Abigail Silva, PhD, MPH, and colleagues is published in
the journal Cancer Epidemiology. Silva is an assistant professor in the

Department of Public Health Sciences of Loyola University Chicago
Stritch School of Medicine.

The Affordable Care Act eliminated copayments and other out-of-
pocket costs for 45 preventive care services, including mammograms.
This made mammograms more affordable, potentially leading to earlier
diagnoses.

The earlier cancer is detected, the more effectively it can be treated.
Diagnosing breast cancer when it is still in Stage 1 could improve the
prognosis for thousands of women and reduce the need for invasive
treatments such as chemotherapy for a substantial number of women,
Silva and colleagues wrote.

Breast cancer is the most common cancer among women in the United
States. The American Cancer Society estimates nearly 253,000 women
will be diagnosed this year.

Compared to white women, Latinas are less likely to receive
mammograms overall and African Americans are less likely to receive
mammograms at recommended intervals. Out-of-pocket payments have
been identified as a potential barrier to getting screening mammograms.

The retrospective study included 470,465 breast cancer patients between
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the ages of 50 and 74 who were covered by private insurance or
Medicare and were newly diagnosed with Stage 1-4 cancer. Researchers
examined two time periods: 2007-2009 (before the Affordable Care Act
took effect) and 2011-2013 (after the act took effect). Researchers
obtained data from the National Cancer Database, which includes
approximately 70 percent of all newly diagnosed cancers in the United
States from about 1,500 hospitals.

Overall, the percentage of breast cancers that were diagnosed at Stage 1
increased 3.6 percentage points, from 54.4 percent to 58.0 percent.
There was a corresponding decrease in Stage 2 and Stage 3 diagnoses,
while the proportion of Stage 4 cancers did not change. The shift toward
Stage 1 breast cancer diagnoses increased by 3.2 percentage points
among whites, 4.0 percentage points among African Americans and 4.1
percentage points among Latinas.

Compared to African Americans and Latinas, a higher percentage of
white breast cancer patients are diagnosed at Stage 1. This disparity
decreased following the Affordable Care Act, as minorities saw
modestly higher improvements in Stage 1 diagnoses.

Researchers concluded that further studies to evaluate the impact of the
Affordable Care Act on cancer outcomes and disparities "should be
supported as they will help inform future policy recommendations."

More information: Abigail Silva et al, Potential impact of the
Affordable Care Act's preventive services provision on breast cancer
stage: A preliminary assessment, Cancer Epidemiology (2017). DOI:
10.1016/j.canep.2017.05.015
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