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UW Health: Black patients in
Wisconsin 50% less likely to be
treated for pancreatic cancer
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MADISON, Wis. - Black patients with pancreatic cancer have lower survival rates
than white patients, and a new study suggests why: They are much less likely to
receive life-extending treatments.

Researchers from the UW Carbone Cancer Center found that non-Hispanic Black
patients in Wisconsin were 50% less likely than non-Hispanic white patients to
receive any treatment at all and of patients who received any treatment, non-
Hispanic Black patients were 30% less likely to receive surgery, which can cure
early-stage pancreatic cancer.

The survival differences disappeared when patients had the same treatments.

“We found that access to care mitigates racial disparities,’” said Dr. Noelle LoConte,
associate professor of medicine and a pancreatic cancer specialist at UW Carbone.
“With that in mind, we in healthcare have a responsibility to address and break
down the structural factors that can create barriers for Black patients to request
and receive treatment.”

LoConte is senior author of the study of 8,490 Wisconsin patients who were
diagnosed with pancreatic ductal adenocarcinoma from 2004 through 2017. An
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estimated 950 Wisconsin residents died of the disease in 2020. Overall, white
patients lived for an average of 9.6 months after diagnosis while Black patients
lived for 8.6 months.

Researchers ran four statistical models to understand how changing certain
variables such as insurance status or household income would most effectively
improve the disparities. Black patients who came from higher income counties and
had levels of insurance coverage equal to white patients saw improved survival
rates, but the survival differences did not disappear unless the Black patients
received the same level of care as white patients.

One confounding factor is that clinicians seldom agree on which pancreatic cancer
patients would benefit from surgery.

LoConte said that in addition to studies that look at social factors to explain the
racial disparities, we should focus on the way care is provided to, and received by,
Black patients and their families.

“We need to do a better job of providing culturally humble care,” LoConte said.
“Such approaches can include incorporating religious beliefs when appropriate,
including family and other loved ones in the discussions, using racially concordant
care providers and supportive staff like nurse navigators.”

The authors also recommend better community outreach and engagement around
cancer topics.

The study was published in the Wisconsin Medical Journal.

Other UW--Madison members of the research team are lead author Andrea
Schiefelbein, MSPH; John K. Krebsbach, BS; Amy Taylor, MD; Jienian Zhang, MS;
Chloe Haimson, MS; Amy Trentham-Dietz, PhD; Melissa Skala, PhD; John Eason,
PhD; Sharon Weber, MD; Patrick Varley, MD, MS; and Syed Nabeel Zafar, MD, MPH.

Funding support for the research was provided by P30 CA014520 (CCSG Cancer
Center Support Grant, University of Wisconsin Carbone Cancer Center), RO1
CA211082 (NIH/NCI), RO1 CA211082-03S1 (NIH/NCI), and the University of
Wisconsin Carbone Cancer Center Pancreas Cancer Task Force.
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