
 

Financial toxicity impacts half of women
with gynecologic cancer
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The cost of cancer care in United States was an estimated $183 billion in
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2015 and is projected to rise by 30 percent by 2030, according to the
American Cancer Society. While private and government insurance may
cover much of the cost of care, even patients with insurance can struggle
to pay for office visit co-payments, prescription medications or other
cancer-related expenses. Yet limited data describes how financial
hardship impacts patient behavior and how that in turn may impact
patient health.

In a new study designed to provide a more comprehensive picture of
how a diverse cohort of gynecologic cancer patients are affected by 
financial distress—also called "financial toxicity" in acknowledgment of
the health hazards it can pose—researcher-physicians at Beth Israel
Deaconess Medical Center (BIDMC) and the University of Alabama at
Birmingham (UAB) analyzed previously collected survey data of
gynecologic oncology patients from their respective institutions. Their
findings are reported in the International Journal of Gynecological
Cancer.

"To broaden our understanding of financial toxicity in gynecologic
oncology, we combined data from our two very geographically distinct
institutions—Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center in Boston and the
University of Alabama at Birmingham—to create a diverse cohort of
patients," said corresponding author Katharine M. Esselen, MD, MBA, a
physician-researcher in the Division of Gynecologic Oncology in the
Department of Obstetrics and Gynecology at BIDMC. "Yet despite the
many differences in the demographic characteristics of the surveyed
patients at each institution—including important risk factors for
financial toxicity, such as race, income, education, employment status,
and insurance status—patients had a similar risk of financial toxicity."

Using the Comprehensive Score for Financial Toxicity (COST) to
measure the economic burden experienced by patients with cancer,
Esselen and colleagues analyzed previously collected survey data from
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308 patients with gynecologic cancer—240 patients surveyed at BIDMC
and 121 surveyed at UAB. The team adapted a proposed grading scale to
define three groups: no/mild, moderate, and severe financial toxicity and
evaluated the frequency of financial toxicity among each group. They
found that nearly half of patients with gynecologic cancer reported
experiencing moderate to severe financial toxicity.

Further analysis of survey data revealed that younger patients were at
greater risk of experiencing financial toxici-ty for a variety of reasons.
Younger patients are not eligible for Medicare, and diagnosis and
treatment may im-pact their ability to work. They have also had fewer
earning years to accumulate a financial safety net.

Patients reporting severe financial toxicity accounted for 15 percent of
those surveyed. Esselen and colleagues found this group more likely to
report changing spending habits and borrowing money due to the costs
of cancer care. Most alarmingly, those reporting severe financial
hardship were nearly five times more likely to attempt to cope with the
high cost of care through medication non-compliance.

"Our study confirms that financial toxicity is a very common problem
among patients with gynecologic cancers and that there are increasingly
worrisome cost-coping strategies employed with increasing severity of
the financial toxicity, including medication non-adherence as a cost-
coping strategy.," said Esselen. "As this is a relatively new area of
investigation, we need to continue to identify patient and disease
characteristics that most contribute to the development of financial
toxicity. Further, we need to identify which risk factors are potentially
modifiable and begin to design and test interventions to learn how we
can better treat financial toxicity."

  More information: Katharine McKinley Esselen et al, Evaluating
meaningful levels of financial toxicity in gynecologic cancers, 
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