
 

Breast cancer disparities in Native Hawaiians
and Pacific Islanders masked in larger 'Asian
American' group
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Studies of early-stage breast cancer outcomes frequently conclude that
Asian American and Pacific Islanders fare better than non-Hispanic
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whites. But "Asian American and Pacific Islanders" is a broad umbrella
term that encompasses people with heterogenous backgrounds including
East Asian, South Asian, Southeast Asian and Pacific Islander heritage.
When the outcomes of these groups are considered separately, it
becomes clear that Native Hawaiians and other Pacific Islanders
(NHPIs) experience significantly worse overall survival and greater time
between initial surgery and follow-up radiation—a measure that has been
linked to poorer outcomes in cancer care.

According to a recent analysis by researchers at Stanford Medicine and
collaborating institutions, the 10-year overall survival of Asian
Americans was 91%; in contrast, the overall survival of NHPIs was 83%.

"Aggregating this data is masking a significant disparity in health
outcomes in Pacific Islanders," said radiation oncology resident Kekoa
Taparra, MD, Ph.D. "Asian Americans are not a monolithic group. If we
continue to say that Asian Americans with breast cancer tend to have
superior outcomes, we are ignoring stark differences in culture,
geography, traditions and comorbidities between the individual
populations in that cohort."

Taparra is the lead author of the study, which was published in JCO
Oncology Practice May 20. Researchers from Memorial Sloan Kettering,
the Oregon Health and Science University, and SUNY Downstate
Medical Center are coauthors of the study.

A new racial designation

For decades, Pacific Islanders were not federally recognized as a
separate racial group. But in the 1990s, a series of legislation from the
U.S. government led to the inclusion of Pacific Islanders for the first
time in the U.S. census. Since then, NHPIs have been designated as one
of five racial groups by the Office of Management and Budget, which
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guides federal standards on collecting and reporting data on race and
ethnicity. (The others are American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian,
Black or African American, and white.)

NHPIs include a population of people tracing ancestry to three
ethnogeographic regions of Melanesia, Micronesia and Polynesia. In
addition to Native Hawaiians, this group includes other indigenous
people from the Federal States of Micronesia, the Mariana Islands,
Guam, Tahiti, Samoa, Tonga, Melanesia, Fiji, New Guinea and other
Pacific islands. But for decades many leading organizations, including
the American Association for Cancer Research, have considered NHPIs
in the same category as Asian Americans for research purposes. The
practice masks significant disparities faced by NHPIs.

Taparra and his colleagues analyzed data from nearly 580,000 people
diagnosed with early-stage breast cancer (stage 0 to 2) between 2004 and
2017 who underwent mastectomy or breast-conserving surgery as their
first-line treatment, followed by radiation with or without chemotherapy.
Of these, 559,784 were non-Hispanic white; 8,004 were East Asian;
3,650, South Asian; 5,928, Southeast Asian; and 1,561, NHPI. They
compared survival outcomes and time to radiation among disaggregated
Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders.

Overall 10-year survival of East Asians, South Asians and Southeast
Asians was 92%, 90% and 90%, respectively, versus 83% for NHPIs.
The time between surgery and radiation for the groups was 68 days, 80
days and 77 days, respectively, versus 81 days for NHPIs.

NHPIs also had a longer average time from initial surgery to the start of
radiation—a measure that has been correlated with poorer clinical
outcomes. The cohort of Asian Americans that includes NHPIs had a
median time to radiation of 73 days; NHPIs alone experienced a median
time to radiation of 81 days. In comparison, non-Hispanic white patients
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had a time to radiation of 64 days.

Taking disparities into account

"This calls into question why these disparities exist and whether there is
equitable delivery of cancer care across these populations," Taparra said.
"As a cancer physician trainee and as a Native Hawaiian, I've seen
firsthand how different health outcomes are among racial and ethnic
groups. To address population-based health disparities we should be
considering not only NHPIs, but also the other Asian American
populations."

"The disparities seen among the populations may be due to a greater
prevalence of existing comorbidities such as obesity and cardiovascular
disease among Pacific Islanders, as well as problems with access to
medical care and trust in the medical system," Taparra added. Native
Hawaiians living in Hawaiʻi often must travel long distances—even to
other islands and the mainland—for radiation therapy, which can delay
treatment and lead to worse outcomes.

"Many NHPIs face systemic barriers to care, including poverty,
incarceration, homelessness and mental health challenges," Taparra said.
"There are so many social determinants of health that need to be
addressed, but these disparities are hidden when this data is aggregated.
Lumping these groups together is a really dangerous thing for
researchers to do."

  More information: Kekoa Taparra et al, Disaggregation of Asian
American and Pacific Islander Women With Stage 0-II Breast Cancer
Unmasks Disparities in Survival and Surgery-to-Radiation Intervals: A
National Cancer Database Analysis From 2004 to 2017, JCO Oncology
Practice (2022). DOI: 10.1200/OP.22.00001
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