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Abstract

Objectives To assess whether Medicare expenditures for men with incident prostate cancer, treated in Accountable Care
Organizations (ACOs) differ from those of men treated in non-ACOs.

Methods Using the 20% Medicare sample, total charges for 1 year following an initial diagnosis of prostate cancer were
abstracted from Medicare claims. Prostate cancer expenditures were calculated by subtracting total charges from the year
prior to diagnosis. Propensity score weighting was used to balance baseline characteristics of men treated in ACOs and non-
ACOs, and between treatment modalities (radiation, prostatectomy, and expectant management). A propensity score
weighted regression model was then used to estimate mean expenditures for men with prostate cancer treated in ACOs and
non ACOs and to test the association between ACO status and costs.

Results We identified 3297 men treated in ACOs for localized prostate cancer versus 24,088 in the non-ACO cohort. The
weighted total charges for each treatment modality were $32,358 (radiation), $27,662 (prostatectomy), and $11,134
(expectant management). In our propensity score weighted regression model, the association between charges and ACO
status was not significant, nor was the interaction between treatment type and costs. This was true both overall, and in a
stratified analysis by treatment type.

Conclusions There was no significant difference in Medicare spending on prostate cancer care based on provider ACO
affiliation, regardless of treatment type. Although the effects of ACOs on clinical care are complex, this study adds to a
growing body of evidence suggesting that ACOs fail to achieve significantly lower charges in certain clinical settings.

Introduction

Accountable Care Organizations (ACOs) are delivery and
payment model designed to encourage efficient, high-value
health care, and to encourage integrated delivery of care [1].
Although traditional fee-for-service payment models reward
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individual providers based on the number and complexity of
services provided, the ACO model rewards groups of
providers with financial incentives for providing high-
quality, coordinated care [2]. The Medicare Shared Savings
Program, the nation’s largest ACO, now covers 10.5 million
Medicare beneficiaries [3]. In the Shared Savings Program,
ACO:s receive financial bonuses if they are able to achieve
specific quality and financial benchmarks [4].

While Medicare fee-for-service spending was lower in
ACO-treated patients [5], the effect varies by care setting:
There were greater reductions in low-value services were
found in independent primary care groups compared to
hospital-affiliated organizations [6] and organizations which
historically provided more low-value care [7].

Although much research on ACOs has focused on pri-
mary care and preventive services, subspecialty cancer care
is characterized by high costs and variations in practice
[8, 9]. It may therefore benefit from alternative payment

SPRINGER NATURE


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1038/s41391-019-0138-1&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1038/s41391-019-0138-1&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1038/s41391-019-0138-1&domain=pdf
mailto:trinh.qd@gmail.com

594

A. P. Cole et al.

models that encourage efficiency, standardization, and
value-based practice [10]. Prostate cancer is an example of a
cancer which might be sensitive to value-based payment
models. The disease incurs high population-level costs, with
multiple possible treatment options, large variation in
practice, and potential for over-treatment [11-13]. Although
the Shared Savings Program includes no prostate cancer-
specific benchmarks, cancer care may benefit from “spil-
lover” where overall care improves at institutions that invest
to improve coordination and value-based approaches [14].

In prostate cancer care, two recent studies found no
changes in PSA screening in ACOs [15, 16]. However, this
latter finding may be because prostate cancer screening was
not included among the 31 quality metrics within the Shared
Savings Program. One noteworthy finding from Borza et al.
is that ACOs also may reduce prostate cancer over-
treatment of men unlikely to benefit [17]. However, it is
not known whether the total expenditures for men with
prostate cancer who do decide to undergo treatment are
lower in ACOs. In this setting, we compared typical costs
between ACOs versus non-ACO’s for men with prostate
cancer. We hypothesized that costs of each treatment
modality (radiation, surgery, and expectant management)
would be lower in ACOs compared to non-ACOs.

Materials and methods
Data source

The data source for the study is the 20% random sample of
Medicare claims. We used the Provider-level Research
Identifiable File (available from the CMS) to identify ACOs
that participated in the Medicare Shared Savings Program in
2013 [18]. Medicare claims data were used to obtain fee-
for-service reimbursement data for primary care services
(for purposes of ACO attribution).

Study population

Our study cohorts consist of men 67 and older, continuously
enrolled in Medicare Part A and B in 2013 and at least 2
years prior with a diagnosis of prostate cancer (ICD-9 =
185). This age range was chosen to ensure that we would
have at least 2 years to assess for pre-existing comorbidities
and to exclude pre-existing prostate cancer (so as to focus
on incident prostate cancer).

Main outcome
The main outcome was the total 1-year charges for prostate
cancer care during the year after diagnosis. This was cal-

culated using a previously utilized approach [11]. Costs
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attributable to prostate cancer care were inferred by sub-
tracting the total Medicare charges of the 12-month period
immediately before diagnosis from Medicare charges in the
12 months after diagnosis. This was done to account for
baseline spending and to account for the broadest possible
number of charges which could be attributed to prostate
cancer. We included outpatient, carrier (physician), and
inpatient claims, but excluded skilled nursing and long-term
care costs, which generally concern the claims for elderly in
long-term care facilities and which may artificially inflate
total costs [19]. In addition, the number of patients requiring
rehab after prostate cancer treatment is low suggesting that
the majority of prostate cancer charges are comprised of
either outpatient or inpatient charges [20].

Exposure variable

The predictor variable in our analysis was the ACO status of
the beneficiary’s primary care provider, ascertained using the
following methodology. First, we identified individual ACOs
within the Medicare Shared Savings Program based on tax-
payer identification numbers in the ACO Provider-level
Research Identifiable File. Provider taxpayer identification
numbers listed in 2013 were categorized as belonging either
to a Shared Savings Program ACO or to a non-ACO.

Second, we assigned beneficiaries to ACOs or non-
ACOs using primary care services. We modified the Med-
icare Shared Savings Program algorithm as suggested by
McWilliams et al. [6], to achieve a greater balance between
the comparison groups. We did this by attributing bene-
ficiaries based on outpatient primary care services (CPT
99201-99205, 99211-99215, G0402, G0438, and G0439)
but not physician services provided in nursing facilities or
other settings (CPT 99304-99318, 99324-99340, and
99341-99350) as these services are underrepresented in
ACO contracts.

Our choice to focus on primary care providers rather than
specialty care was done for two major reasons: First, there
are many ACO networks which comprise only primary care
providers and we wanted to capture as many possible ACO
patients as feasible [1]. Second, ACOs are a team-based
model with the primary care provider taking on a key lea-
dership and coordination role [21]. Thus, from a mechan-
istic and practical perspective it was felt that primary care
providers’ ACO status (rather than urologists/radiation
oncologists) would be the most relevant for assessing the
effectiveness of ACOs.

Covariates
For each beneficiary, the following covariates were assessed:

age, race (White, Black, Asian, Hispanic, and other),
Charlson-Deyo ~ Comorbidity Index  (CCI)—utilizing
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comorbidities in the year prior to diagnosis (0, 1, or >2), and
geographic region (South, West, Midwest, Northeast). Treat-
ment type was categorized into three groups based on CPT
and ICD-9 procedural codes for radical prostatectomy,
radiation, and a third group with no definitive surgery or
radiation within 180 days of diagnosis was termed (expectant
management). The 180-day cutoff was made because we
looked at a single year of charges. If a treatment was per-
formed towards the very end of that year it might not have
enough time to alter spending and should be controlled for in
our model. The reason we did not control for ADT or other
systemic therapies is that some systemic treatments for
prostate cancer may include oral agents which would have
been captured under a prescription drug benefit (Medicare
Part D) and thus not part of our data.

Statistical analyses

Observed differences in baseline characteristics between
beneficiaries in the ACO and non-ACO group were con-
trolled using a weighted propensity score analysis. The
propensity (probability) of being in the ACO vs. non-ACO
group as well as the probability of receiving each treatment
modality were estimated using a multinomial logistic
regression model including the above covariates. Each
beneficiary was weighted by the inverse probability of
being in the ACO group and year, with the goal of balan-
cing observable characteristics between the groups [22].
Balance between the covariates in weighted groups was
evaluated using chi-squared for categorical variables and
linear regression for continuous variables [23].

The costs of treatment in ACO and non-ACO cohorts for
each treatment modality were estimated using propensity
score-weighted generalized estimating equations linear model
(costs as a function of group) with empirical standard error
estimates, with a main outcome of annual prostate cancer
costs. This type of model provides correct estimates (means)
as long as the underlying propensity model balances out
confounders across groups. The propensity score-weighted
generalized estimating equations estimate of the mean does
not depend on any specific distribution of the outcomes and is
robust to misspecification of within-subject (due to clustering)
variance. To account for the effect of significant outliers, we
employed propensity score weight trimming to diminish the
impact of extremely large weights [24].

Estimated mean costs with 95% confidence intervals
were reported for all three “treatment” types in ACO and
non-ACOs. The association between ACO status and costs
was evaluated by testing the effect of ACO status on mean
costs. We also tested the interaction between ACO status
and treatment modality by using interaction terms which
combined treatment and costs. This was done in order to
assess whether the effect of ACOs on treatment costs might

vary in a statistically significant fashion between the three
treatment categories.

All statistical analyses were performed with SAS 9.4
(SAS, Cary, NC) software. Two-sided statistical sig-
nificance was defined as P>0.05. Code available on
request. To account for correlation within provider groups,
statistical calculations were clustered by provider tax iden-
tification number. Ethical approval was obtained from the
Brigham and Women’s Hospital IRB under a general pro-
tocol for research on trends in cancer care using Medicare
Claims.

Results

Using the above selection criteria, we identified male
Medicare beneficiaries within our 20% random Medicare
sample, who were diagnosed with prostate cancer in 2013
and who had at least two preceding years of Medicare
claims. This consisted of a total of 241,348 men with
prostate cancer diagnoses (ICD-9 185) in 2013. After
excluding those with prostate cancer in 2 years preceding
the study year (2011 and 2012, in order to identify those
only with newly diagnosed prostate cancer) we were left
with a total cohort of 51,978 men. Of these, a total of
27,665 men had sufficient Medicare claims for relevant
primary care services to allow for attribution of PCP status
to either ACO- or non-ACO providers tax identification
numbers using the attribution algorithm described above.

The characteristics of prostate cancer patients treated
within ACO and non-ACOs are described in Table 1. On
average, patients in ACOs were more commonly white,
were more often treated in the northeastern United States,
and had lower comorbidity burden. After propensity score
weighting, both ACO and non-ACO groups did not differ
significantly (p >0.10 for all covariates).

In total, 78.7% of men received expectant management.
Of men who received definitive treatment more men chose
radiation therapy. See Table 1.

After weighting, there was no statistically significant
difference in Medicare charges between men in ACO
versus non-ACO cohorts, regardless of treatment category
(p=0.61).

In our stratified analysis by treatment, the mean weighted
charges for patients receiving prostatectomy was $27,662,
which was significantly lower than the mean charges of men
receiving radiation at $32,358. Both were higher than the
mean charges in the expectant management cohort, which
incurred average charges of $11,134 (p<0.0001 for all
modalities). Although there were large and statistically
significant differences in costs between modalities
(Table 2), the interaction of treatment and ACO status
was not significantly associated with costs (p =0.13 and
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Table 2 Mean Medicare

Expenditures by Treatment RP 95% CI RT 95% CI Expectant Mgmt  95% CI
Modality for Men Treated in Unweighted
ACO and non-ACOs (USD)
Non-ACO 22 946 (18,927-26,965) 31,654 (29,715-33,593) 11,098 (10,008-12,188)
ACO 25 673 (12,845-38,501) 29,156 (26,151-32,161) 12,285 (9200-15,370)
Weighted
Non-ACO 26 220 (18,810-33,630) 32,839 (30,486-351,920 10,834 (9714-11,954)
ACO 39 543 (8052-71,034) 29,024 (25,765-322,830 13,332 (9345-17,319)

RP radical prostatectomy, RT radiation therapy (EBRT, IMRT, Brachytherapy), Expectant Mgmt. defined as
no surgery, radiation treatment within the first 180 days after diagnosis
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Fig. 1 Propensity score-weighted mean medicare expenditures of
prostate cancer treatment, ACO versus non-ACO (with 95% con-
fidence interval)

p = 0.15). This suggests that the effect of ACOs on charges
did not exert a differential effect depending on treatment
modality. The difference in estimated costs of treating ACO
and non-ACO treated men in each treatment category are
shown in Fig. 1.

Discussion

In this retrospective study of Medicare beneficiaries, we
found that there was no association between ACO status
and total Medicare charges for prostate cancer care during
the 1-year period following diagnosis. This was the
case regardless of treatment modality. Although radiation
incurred the highest costs, followed by radical prosta-
tectomy and expectant management, the interaction
between ACO status and treatment type was not sig-
nificantly associated with cost.

Overall, our findings add to a growing, but inconsistent
body of research on ACOs’ impact on prostate cancer care.
For example, ACOs were not associated with improvements
in several perioperative outcomes such as inpatient mor-
tality and prolonged length of stay, but they were associated
with lower readmission rates [25, 26]. Borza et al. found a
secular trend for overall reduction in overtreatment for
prostate cancer from 2010 to 2013 in Medicare beneficiaries
but that ACO status did not impact an overall background
trend of declining charges [17]. Interestingly, Hollenbeck

et al. found that ACOs were associated with a significant
trend towards increased spending in men treated surgically
for prostate cancer. However in that study, the authors
“attributed each patient to the practice affiliation of his
primary urologist.” [14] In contrast, our work attributed
ACO status based on tax identification number of primary
care provider groups (e.g. where the patient received the
majority of their primary care). Although both approaches
have potential strengths, we felt that primary care services
for ACO attribution was a better approach for multiple
reasons. First, ACO participation by urologists remains low,
resulting in a potential loss of many men with prostate
cancer [27]. Second, much of the theory behind ACOs is
based on an integrated delivery system with ACO affiliated
primary care providers taking on a “team leader” role. This
approach of attributing ACOs based on primary care pro-
viders has been used in other high-impact studies of ACOs,
including studies on specialty and cancer care [5, 6, 17]. It
is also the approach endorsed by CMS regarding calculation
of financial payments for ACO quality benchmarks
(https://www.cms.gov/Medicare/Medicare-Fee-for-Service-
Payment/PhysicianFeedbackProgram/Downloads/
Attribution-Fact-Sheet.pdf).

Our finding of significant variability in prostate cancer
surgical costs (95% CI in ACOs of $8052-71,034) is also
consistent with earlier work, which found a sixfold differ-
ence in direct costs between surgeons [12]. Although this
prior work reported a significantly lower average cost for
prostate surgery ($11,878 95% CI $11,804-11,952), the
focus was on hospital line-item costs for the index hospi-
talization, not total costs. In addition, that study focused
only on direct surgical costs including surgery and 90 days
thereafter, whereas the current study encompasses all
Medicare charges in the year of diagnosis for these patients.
When compared with research published by Nguyen et al.,
which employed a similar methodology to assess costs of
prostate cancer care using Medicare claims, our study found
similar costs [11].

Other strengths include our use of the 20% random
Medicare sample, which provides a true population-based
sample of the US elderly. In addition, by using a propensity
score weighted regression we could simulate the effects of
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random allocation into ACO and non-ACO cohorts and
thereby estimate treatment-specific costs in ACO and non-
ACO practice settings. Other assets include our use of a full
year’s-worth of claims post-diagnosis to better compare
costs between treatment groups. This may be more accurate
when comparing treatments like radiation and surgery (with
high one-time costs) against management strategies like
active surveillance or watchful waiting (where costs may be
more spread out across many Visits).

Our findings should be considered in light of certain lim-
itations. First, patients and providers were not randomized to
ACO and non-ACO cohorts. Given that ACO participation is
voluntary, there are likely to be intrinsic differences between
ACO and non-ACO providers, even before contracts. Addi-
tionally, because our study design was cross-sectional, we
were not able to control for providers’ baseline (pre-ACO)
costs. Similarly, while we employed propensity score
weighting to balance covariates between the groups of
patients, there may well be unmeasured characteristics which
are more common in ACO or non-ACO providers and which
could be associated with high or low costs.

Another important limitation relates to our use of Med-
icare claims—which do not include information on tumor
stage or grade. Finally, we are somewhat limited by the age
of most Medicare beneficiaries. With few exceptions,
Medicare serves mainly the elderly (65 and older). In con-
trast, a significant portion of the high costs and variability in
prostate cancer costs are found in middle aged men [12].
This could explain why the proportion of men receiving
expectant managment is high.

Finally, we attributed charges to prostate cancer care by
comparing Medicare charges in the year before and after
prostate cancer diagnosis. This has been used in prior stu-
dies [11]. We chose to do this based on the inherent lim-
itations of attributing post-diagnosis claims to prostate
cancer versus non-cancer related conditions. With that said,
this method may fail to account for some natural year to
year age-related progression in health care costs. For
example, if ACOs better control non-prostate cancer health
care costs, then it may mask an increase in prostate cancer
cost controls or vice versa.

Regardless of these limitations, this work has several
important policy implications. It adds to a growing body of
evidence suggesting that the benefit of ACOs on certain
areas of specialty care such as oncology, cardiology, and
mental health may be limited [14, 28, 29]. Although there is
generally widespread agreement that fee-for-service pay-
ments can result in perverse incentives, there is an ongoing
debate about the best ways to achieve more value-based
care delivery [30]. Certain researchers strongly advocate
capitated systems such as ACOs. It is hoped that these
may lead to more integrated care delivery which reduces
costs.

SPRINGER NATURE

Overall, the effect of ACOs on cancer care seems to be
less than in chronic disease care (where care coordination
and reduction in duplicated care may be significant). One
reason may be related to the tendency for cancer care
be performed within hospital settings. Another factor may
be the tendency for cancer care be performed within
hospital-integrated care settings. As noted above, a recent
study found that the impact of ACOs was greatest in
independent, provider-led primary groups (rather than hos-
pital-integrated) provider groups [6]. If cancer care tends to
be performed more in hospital-based settings, then this
could attenuate potential benefits of ACOs. From a practical
perspective, many cancer specialists work within cancer-
focused referral centers. Thus, even though ACO-affiliated
primary care providers are supposed to function as “team
leaders” who can coordinate care, the actual decision
making around cancer care (e.g. on matters such as
repeating imaging, choosing high versus low-cost studies,
and surgery versus radiation) may depend little on primary
care provider ACO affiliation. This may further the case
made by some that other alternative payment models make
more sense in surgical and subspecialty care [31, 32].

Conclusions

In this cross-sectional study of United States Medicare bene-
ficiaries with prostate cancer, we found that expenditures for
men whose providers enrolled in the Medicare Shared Savings
Program did not differ significantly from those treated by non-
ACO providers. Although the effects of ACOs on clinical care
are complex, this study adds to a growing body of evidence
suggesting that ACOs may fail to achieve significantly lower
costs in certain areas of specialty care.
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