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EDITORIAL

Opinion

Important Questions About Lung Cancer Screening Programs
When Incidental Findings Exceed Lung Cancer Nodules

by40to1l

Rita F. Redberg, MD. MSc: Patrick G. O'Malley, MD, MPH

Lung cancer screening (LCS) programs have been growing in
nuenber in the last few years, since the US Preventive Services
Task Force gave LCS a grade B recommendation in 2013, based
primarily on the National Lung Screening Trial (NLST) findings.?

Thereafter, on February 5,
< 2015, the Centers for Medi-
Related articles pages 399
and 433

care & Medicaid Services
(CMS) decided to provide cov-
erage for LCS in smokers aged
55to77 years, recommending the use of a decision aid in screen-
ingimplementation (https: fwww.cms.gov/medicare-coverage-
database/details/nca-decision-memo.asprx?NCAId=274),
Notably, on April 30, 2014, prier to the CMS coverage
decision, the CMS advisory body—Medicare Evidence Devel-
opment and Coverage Advisory Committee (MEDCAC)—had
evaluated the use of low-dose computed tomography (CT) for
LCS.> MEDCAC's mission is to provide independent guidance
and expert adwice to CMS. After reviewing the evidence and
public testimony, the committee cast a vote of low confi-
dence (2.22 on a 1-5 scale) that the benefits of LCS would ex-
ceed the harms for the Medicare population and expressed low
confidence that the harms of screening would be minimized
and high confidence (4.67) that evidence gaps remain.’ Dis-
cussion included concerns about (1) the harms of radiation from
the CT screening process increasing cancer risk, particularly
ifthe low-dose CT protocol was not followed; (2) the high rate
of false positives (96%) found by the NLST; leading to (3) the
potential for numerous additional invasive and risky proce-
dures to investigate many noncancerous nodules; (4) high vari-
ability and low reproducibility of radiclogy readings of lung
nodules; and (5) higher morbidity and maortality from opera-
tive procedures than the lower-than-average rates in the NLST.?
In addition, MEDCAC noted that although the NLST found a
small mortality benefit for low-dose CT, 3 European trials had
found no benefit of low-dose CT.* * Furthermare, the NLST
used chest radiography as a control, although chest radiogra-
phy had already been shown to be associated with increased
mortality compared with no imaging for LCS, raising the pos-
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sibility that low-dose CT compared with no imaging would not
show any autcomes benefits.

With this background, the article by Kinsinger et al” gives
us the first carefully performed evaluation of an LCS pro-
gram, in the Veterans Affairs (VA) setting. The findings are fas-
cinating: a low take-up of LGS {58%), a high rate of incidental
findings (41%), a low rate of detection of lung cancer, and all
for a highly resource-intensive program. From the data re-
ported, we calculate that for every 1000 people screened, 10
will be diagnosed with early-stage lung cancer (potentially cur-
able), and 5 with advanced-stage lung cancer (incurable); 20
will underge unnecessary invasive procedures (bronchos-
copy and thoracotomy) directly related to the screening; and
550 will experience unnecessary alarm and repeated CT scan-
ning (withits associated irradiation). Whether the benefits from
this program outweigh the harms, and whether LCS is a wise
investment of considerable resources required for screening
and training, remains to be adequately evaluated with robust
economic and utility analyses. In the meantime, it is criti-
cally important to limit screening to the patients most likely
to benefit, in a fully informed, shared-decision manner; it is
essential to fully evaluate the potential benefits and known
harms before proceeding with lung cancer screening.

Unfortunately, however, the article by Huo et al® informs
us that most LCS appears to be occurring in patients not eli-
gible for such screening, Analyzing data from the National Health
Interview Survey, the authors indicate that many more never-
smokers and low-risk smokers than high-risk smokers receive
CT for lung cancer screening. Low-risk individuals have little or
no chance to benefit from the LCS they receive, while high-
risk smokers might have a chance to benefit but are undergo-
ing LCS in lower numbers. Thus, it appears that the MEDCAC
panel’s concerns were justified.” We commend Kinsinger et al”
for their careful analysis of the VALCS program. We urge other
programs toconduct the same careful analysis of risks and ben-
efits and outcomes of lung cancer screening to continue to in-
form the process and allow patients and their physicians as well
as health care systems to make the best choices.
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