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IMPACT OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC ON CANCER SCREENING:
WHAT WE KNOW (SO FAR) AND WHAT TO DO



Months of limited screening tests resulted in nearly 80,000 
potential missed or delayed diagnoses, which limit 
treatment options and increase risk of death in the future. 
An estimated 10,000 more deaths are estimated from 
breast and colorectal cancer alone. 

Up to a 90% 
decline in screening-
related procedures was 
experienced this past year, 
disrupting more than 22 
million screening tests.

T H E  C A N C E R  S C R E E N I N G  C R I S I S
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Source: IQVIA Institute, April 2020.
Source: National Cancer Institute, 2020. 



▶ On March 13, 2020, a U.S. national emergency was declared due to COVID-19.

Cancer Screening Amidst the Pandemic: Early Timeline

▶ The American Cancer Society, along with other specialty organizations, advised patients to 

postpone elective care – including cancer screening – and plan to reschedule screening tests 

when healthcare facilities resume screening.

▶ July 2020 and ongoing – ACS updated information on cancer.org emphasizing 

that cancer screening is still a priority.

▶ Ongoing COVID surges are taxing the healthcare system

▶ Vaccination is helping and many places have returned to pre-pandemic levels of 

screening, but lots of variability across the nation 







UPDATED EPIC health research network update-through March 2021-screening 
rates are down 13-25% (from March 2020 through March 2021)

Source: EPIC https://ehrn.org/articles/cancer-screenings-are-still-lagging



Modeling the effect of COVID-19 on Cancer Screening and Treatment

https://science.sciencemag.org/content/368/6497/1290

https://science.sciencemag.org/content/368/6497/1290


It is estimated 5 million Black and Hispanic 
Americans have lost their healthcare due to the 
pandemic.  Screening rates are typically 40-50% 
lower for the uninsured. Additional barriers such as 
medical mistrust, access to care, financial security, 
and housing and food security impact the likelihood 
of being screened.

Screening disparities 
have increased for 
people with greater 
social or economic 
barriers.
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Source: Avalere Health LLC, September 2020
Source: American Cancer Society Cancer Detection and Early Prevention 2019-2020

T H E  C A N C E R  S C R E E N I N G  C R I S I S



National Data: Cancer Screening in HRSA-funded health 
centers
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T H E  C A N C E R  S C R E E N I N G  C R I S I S
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System and Social Challenges Will Need to Be Addressed to 
Increase Screening Rates

Challenges with 
new system, 
process and 

protocols

Patient fear, 
reluctance, and 

confusion

Potential 
decreased 

primary care 
capacity

Loss of 
employment 

and employer 
sponsored health 

insurance

Exacerbation of 
long-standing 

inequities: racial, 
economic, access 

to care



The American Cancer Society, with partners, is 
leading a comprehensive and multi-sector, national 

movement to dramatically and swiftly change 
screening rates through local and regional 

stakeholder engagement and action.
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Return to Screening Initiative
T H E  A C S  S O L U T I O N















RESOURCES



ACS Guide on Safely Resuming 
and Promoting Cancer Screening 
During the COVID-19 Pandemic

Universal Messages:

• Despite the challenges we face during the pandemic, 
cancer screening remains a public health priority.

• Screening disparities are already evident and, 
without deliberate focus, are likely to increase as a 
result of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

• Engaging patients in the resumption of cancer 
screening will require effective and trustworthy 
messaging.

• Implementation of process and policy changes are 
urgently needed to sustain access to primary care 
and return screening to pre-pandemic rates. 

https://www.acs4ccc.org/acs-guidance-on-cancer-screening-during-covid-19/

https://www.acs4ccc.org/acs-guidance-on-cancer-screening-during-covid-19/


• ACS recently conducted a public opinion survey 
to assess the most effective messages for 
encouraging people to return for routine cancer 
screening.

• Includes information on both old and new 
barriers to cancer screening, delivers updated 
findings on how the pandemic has impacted 
cancer care, and shares tested messages that 
will resonate throughout the pandemic.

• A companion report summarizes the findings in 
a short, visually compelling brief. 

Effectively Messaging Cancer 
Screening During COVID-19

Download @ ACS4CCC.org: https://www.acs4ccc.org/effectively-
messaging-cancer-screening-during-the-covid-19-pandemic/

https://www.acs4ccc.org/effectively-messaging-cancer-screening-during-the-covid-19-pandemic/


• Of the six tested messages, the three cancer screening messages were comparable in 
overall preference. 

• Tested messages focusing on COVID-19 ranked notably lower, perhaps indicating 
pandemic fatigue. 

• Most trusted source to deliver cancer screening information is the health care provider. 

• More than 50% of individuals in almost every demographic group reported that their 
medical care was affected by the COVID-19 pandemic.

• Top barriers to screening include being asymptomatic (27%), procrastination (22%), 
lack of recommendation from a health care provider (20%), prohibitive cost (18%), 
reluctance to visit a medical facility during the pandemic (14%).

Messaging Guidebook: Key Findings



Preferred Cancer Screening Messages
CATCH CANCER EARLY

Catch cancer early when it’s 
easier to treat. Regular screening 
tests can improve and save your 
life.

Why It Resonates

This message is straightforward and reflects 
a more helpful tone, which encourages 
more patients to talk to their doctor. The 
highest scoring attributes for this message 
were “easy to understand,” “believable,” 
and “compelling.” 

LEADS WITH DATA

1 in 3 Americans will get cancer
in their lifetime, but finding cancer 
early means it may be easier
to treat.

Why It Resonates

The statistic is effective in catching the 
audience’s attention, while the second half of 
the statement shows that harm can be 
mitigated if patients take action. The highest 
scoring attributes for this message were: 
“easy to understand,” “believable,” “creates 
urgency,” and “compelling.” 



Preferred Cancer Screening Messages
CLEAR AND OPTIMISTIC 

Screening tests increase the 
chance of detecting some cancers 
early, when they may be easier to 
treat.

Why It Resonates

This message is simple and optimistic, and 
its positive tone reflects the benefits of 
cancer screening. The highest scoring 
attributes for this message were “easy to 
understand,” “believable,” and “motivates 
individuals to act.”

RESUME SCREENING

An estimated 41% of US adults have 
delayed or avoided medical care 
because of the pandemic. This may 
result in advanced disease and early 
deaths. Talk to your doctor about 
safely resuming care and next steps

Why It Resonates
While not as effective as previous messages, it did 
rate highest among all COVID-19- focused messages. 
The message clearly explains the risks of postponing 
screening and emphasizes the importance of 
resuming care. The highest scoring attributes were 
“easy to understand,” “believable,” and “creates 
urgency.”



T H E  A C S  S O L U T I O N

Public Awareness Campaign “Get Screened”
A public campaign to drive routine cancer screening and care

Goal:  Raise awareness and encourage action with to 
increase cancer screening rates

• Utilizes stories of cancer patients and survivors to 
address barriers to screening: fear, procrastination, lack 
of insurance, and lack of symptoms

• Cancer.org/get-screened

Companion Spanish language campaign in partnership 
with Hispanic Communications Network

• Cancer.org/revisate-ya

cancer.org/get-screened



Get Screened Landing Page
cancer.org/get-screened

S C R E E E N I N G  R E S O U R C E S

https://www.cancer.org/healthy/find-cancer-early/get-screened.html

https://www.cancer.org/healthy/find-cancer-early/get-screened.html


We must act now together, with partners, to address our 
current public health crisis and transform cancer outcomes 

for the future.  The American Cancer Society is excited to 
lead with you and organizations from across the medical 

and health care community to address disparities and 
ensure a return to cancer prevention among communities 

nationwide. 

26

Together We Can Make An Impact
P A R T N E R S H I P  O P P O R T U N I T I E S



cancer.org | 1.800.227.2345

THANK YOU


