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ARE DIALYSIS PATIENTS BEING OVER-SCREENED FOR 
COLON CANCER? 

 
Highlight 

• Colonoscopies are being performed more often on healthier dialysis patients than 
on those with more limited life expectancies; however, overall, dialysis patients 
are being screened at a much higher rate relative to their life expectancy than 
their counterparts without kidney failure. 

 
Washington, DC (March 23, 2017) — A new analysis reveals a relatively high rate of 
colon cancer screening among US patients on dialysis, even though they rarely stand to 
benefit from such screening. The findings appear in an upcoming issue of the Journal of 
the American Society of Nephrology (JASN). 
 
Because of the high rates of death among patients receiving dialysis, routine colon 
cancer screening with colonoscopy does not improve survival for most patients who are 
not candidates for a kidney transplant. Therefore, as a partner of the American Board of 
Internal Medicine’s Choosing Wisely campaign, the American Society of Nephrology 
recommends against colon cancer screening among patients receiving maintenance 
dialysis with limited life expectancy and without signs or symptoms.  
 
A team led by Kirsten Johansen, MD and Christopher Carlos, MD (University of 
California, San Francisco) looked to see how many US dialysis patients aged ≥50 years 
were being screened and whether testing was appropriately targeted toward healthier 
patients on dialysis. 
 
The investigators evaluated 469,574 Medicare beneficiaries receiving dialysis between 
2007 and 2012 and ranked them according to their expected survival. Over a median 
follow-up of 1.5 years, 11.6% of patients received a colon cancer screening. The 
healthiest quarter of patients were 1.53-times more likely to be screened than the sickest 
quarter of patients, and those most likely to receive a kidney transplant were 1.68-times 
more likely to be screened than those least likely to receive a kidney transplant.  
 
Although screening was performed more often among healthier patients, the overall 
screening rate was fairly high, at a rate of 27.9 colonoscopies per 1000 person-years. 
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This rate is over 8-times higher than the rate of 3.4 per 1000 person-years found among 
Medicare beneficiaries not on dialysis with similarly limited life expectancies.  
 
“While our findings suggest that the patients with the longest life expectancy and greatest 
chances of receiving a kidney transplant are the most likely to be screened, there 
remains a substantial amount of over-screening overall among patients on dialysis,” said 
Dr. Johansen. “Physicians should carefully evaluate patients’ prognoses and consider the 
likelihood that they will truly benefit before ordering screening tests,” added Dr. Carlos. 
 
The findings may serve as a starting point for future studies that assess the impact of the 
Choosing Wisely campaign, which seeks to reduce waste in the healthcare system. 
 
Study co-authors include Charles McCulloch, PhD, Chi-yuan Hsu, MD, MSc, Barbara 
Grimes, PhD, Meda Pavkov, MD, PhD, Nilka R. Burrows, MPH, Vahakn Shahinian, MD, 
MS, Rajiv Saran, MD, MS, and Neil Powe, MD, MPH, MBA. 
 
Disclosures: The authors reported no financial disclosures.  
 
The article, entitled “Colon Cancer Screening among Patients receiving Dialysis in the 
United States: Are We Choosing Wisely?” will appear online at http://jasn.asnjournals.org/ 
on March 23, 2017, doi: 10.1681/ASN.2016091019.  
 
The content of this article does not reflect the views or opinions of The American Society of 
Nephrology (ASN). Responsibility for the information and views expressed therein lies entirely with 
the author(s). ASN does not offer medical advice. All content in ASN publications is for 
informational purposes only, and is not intended to cover all possible uses, directions, precautions, 
drug interactions, or adverse effects. This content should not be used during a medical emergency 
or for the diagnosis or treatment of any medical condition. Please consult your doctor or other 
qualified health care provider if you have any questions about a medical condition, or before taking 
any drug, changing your diet or commencing or discontinuing any course of treatment. Do not 
ignore or delay obtaining professional medical advice because of information accessed through 
ASN. Call 911 or your doctor for all medical emergencies. 
 
Since 1966, ASN has been leading the fight to prevent, treat, and cure kidney diseases throughout 
the world by educating health professionals and scientists, advancing research and innovation, 
communicating new knowledge, and advocating for the highest quality care for patients. ASN has 
nearly 17,000 members representing 112 countries. For more information, please visit www.asn-
online.org or contact the society at 202-640-4660. 
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Tweet:  Are dialysis patients being over-screened for colon cancer? http://www.bit.ly/ASN-XXXX. 
Twitter: @kljohansenmd, @UCSFNephrology, @Neil_R_Powe, @chriscarlos 
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Facebook: A new analysis reveals a relatively high rate of colon cancer screening among US 
patients on dialysis, even though they rarely stand to benefit from such screening. Colonoscopies 
are being performed more often on healthier dialysis patients than on those with more limited life 
expectancies; however, overall, dialysis patients are being screened at a much higher rate relative 
to their life expectancy than their counterparts without kidney failure. The findings are published in 
the Journal of the American Society of Nephrology. 
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