
American Cancer Society questions study claiming
increase in metastatic prostate cancer
Jeanne Lenzer

New York

A study claiming a rise in metastatic prostate cancer has been
questioned, and the American Cancer Society posted a response
after calls from journalists.1 2

The study, led by Edward Schaeffer, professor of urology at
Northwestern University in Chicago, examined the records of
767 550men with prostate cancer diagnosed from 2004 to 2013.
They found that cases of metastatic disease increased from 1685
in 2004 to 2890 in 2013.
Publication of the study was preceded by a press release from
Northwestern University,3 headed, “Metastatic prostate cancer
cases skyrocket: increase may be due to more lax screening or
more aggressive disease.” The news release cited a 72% rise in
metastatic disease and quoted Schaeffer as saying that the
increase was “probably” caused, at least in part, by lax screening
after the 2012 United States Preventive Services Task Force
(USPSTF) recommendation against routine screening.
News reports about “skyrocketing” rates of metastatic prostate
cancer followed the press release, and Schaeffer said, “Mymajor
issue with the US Preventive Services Task Force
recommendation was that it completely excluded the patient
from the decision making process. PSA [prostate specific
antigen] screening saves lives, period.”4

However, the study’s conclusions weremore nuanced than either
the news release or Schaeffer’s statements to the press. In the
article published in Prostate Cancer and Prostatic Diseases,
the authors wrote, “These findings cannot be explained
completely by reactions to the USPSTF recommendations alone,
as increases in metastatic prostate cancer began years before its
release. Changes in aggregate screening before the USPSTF
grade D recommendation, alterations in the biological
aggressiveness of prostate cancer or increases in the
ascertainment ofmetastatic disease (through increased sensitivity
and utilization of imaging) are plausible explanations.”
The American Cancer Society quickly posted a response to the
study and to calls from journalists concerned by the findings.
Otis Brawley, chief medical officer of the society, stated, “This
study makes a dramatic claim about an issue all of us have been
watching eagerly: namely, whether less PSA screening might
lead to more advanced cancers. But the current analysis is far
from adequate to answer that question sufficiently.”
Brawley explained that several factors may have confounded
the researchers’ finding, including their acknowledgment that
the increase started well before the USPSTF recommendation
and also that doctors have become much more capable of

detecting metastatic disease with improved magnetic resonance
imaging technologies.
Brawley said that the researchers’ reliance on raw numbers
rather than use of mortality rates could have confounded the
outcome because “a rising number of cases can be due simply
to a growing and aging population, among other factors.”
Kenneth Lin, associate professor of family medicine at
Georgetown University Medical Center in Washington, DC,
and the USPSTF lead researcher for the 2012 prostate cancer
screening recommendation, agreed with Brawley’s assessments.
He told The BMJ, “The USPSTF didn’t release its draft
recommendation against PSA screening until October 2011. As
a family physician I like to think that my practice pattern
anticipates future guideline developments, but to blame amostly
imaginary phenomenon on the USPSTF guideline defies
common sense.”
Brawley blamed some of the uproar on the press release, sent
to reporters with what he called a “somewhat alarming
headline.” He said, “The issue of whether and how screening
may affect deaths from prostate cancer in the US is an incredibly
important one. This study and its promotion get us no closer to
the answer, and in fact cloud the waters.”
This is the second time this month that the American Cancer
Society has responded to suggestions that failure to screen men
was causing harm. On 1 July Brawley responded to a Swedish
study that found that screening men aged 50 to 65 for prostate
cancer cut the death rate from this cancer by half, saying “This
was not only a trial of screening alone: it was a trial of screening
and superior treatment.”
He added, “Of the now four studies to date that report overall
mortality among men screened for prostate cancer, three show
mortality is actually a bit higher in the screened group.”5
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