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ASTRO supports transparency in release of Medicare payment data, 
troubled by lack of necessary context 

 

Fairfax, Va., April 10, 2014 – The American Society for Radiation Oncology (ASTRO) is 

committed to transparency of Medicare information; however, ASTRO is troubled that individual 

physician payment data from Medicare released yesterday (2012 billing and reimbursement data) did 

not have the necessary context and details to provide an accurate picture of radiation oncology care. 

“We applaud the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services’ (CMS’s) efforts to provide the 

public with information so beneficiaries can be better-equipped to make health care decisions. 

However, the information released yesterday represents only one piece of the complex Medicare 

payment structure and opens the door for misleading interpretations,” said ASTRO Chair Colleen 

A.F. Lawton, MD, FASTRO. “Radiation oncology is a complex treatment modality that requires 

highly skilled staff and expensive, cutting-edge technology to provide effective, life-saving care for 

people with cancer. We urge CMS to work with all parties to correct errors within the data and to 

develop tools that will provide the necessary perspective so that this data can be easily understood.” 

The Medicare claims data released is limited and creates significant challenges to interpreting 

its meaning because it is not integrated with clinical data about how the care is provided and billed. 

As a specialty that effectively utilizes highly advanced, sophisticated technology that can cost 

millions of dollars, the claims data alone offers a distorted view of the revenue generated by radiation 

oncology practices. For instance, the reimbursement data does not reflect the substantial expenses 

associated with operating a radiation oncology center, including the costs of expensive equipment 

and maintaining a well-trained and specialized team, including radiation oncology doctors, medical 
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physicists, dosimetrists, radiation therapy technicians, nurses and other health professionals such as 

dieticians and social workers. As a specialty with unique costs – both non-physician staff and 

equipment – the claims data alone does not provide the complete picture.  

As context, radiation oncology accounts for only about 2-3 percent of the almost $87 billion 

paid (approximately $2.4 billion) by Medicare via the Medicare Physician Fee Schedule, based on the 

2012 claims data. The contributions radiation oncology has made to improving cancer cure rates 

indicates that Medicare is getting strong value for the relatively little it spends. The amount that a 

physician bills and is reimbursed does not directly correlate to his or her personal income. 

Preliminary analysis of the data estimates that approximately 82 percent of radiation oncology billing 

dollars pay for the physical and practical overhead expenses, and approximately 18 percent 

represents the physician’s work.  

ASTRO supports greater transparency of information, including ownership details, to help 

detect Medicare fraud and abuse. Such information could help to reveal whether physician self-

referral may be playing a role among some physicians who appear to be receiving sizable 

reimbursements. Several independent studies (Government Accountability Office and The New 

England Journal of Medicine) released last year have confirmed unusually high utilization of intensity 

modulated radiation therapy for prostate cancer patients, particularly for patients aged 75 and older 

(Medicare population), among physicians who participate in self-referral practice structures. ASTRO 

continues to urge Congress to close the self-referral loophole that is leading to this inappropriate care 

and unnecessary Medicare spending.  

ASTRO shares CMS’s commitment to transparency, particularly as the health care payment 

system shifts away from the fee-for-service model to one based on value. ASTRO is proud to continue 

to participate in a thorough dialogue with CMS as new payment models are developed and patients 

can become better-informed health care consumers.  
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 ABOUT ASTRO 

ASTRO is the premier radiation oncology society in the world, with more than 10,000 members who are 

physicians, nurses, biologists, physicists, radiation therapists, dosimetrists and other health care professionals 

that specialize in treating patients with radiation therapies. As the leading organization in radiation oncology, 

the Society is dedicated to improving patient care through professional education and training, support for 

clinical practice and health policy standards, advancement of science and research, and advocacy. ASTRO 

publishes two medical journals, International Journal of Radiation Oncology • Biology • Physics 

(www.redjournal.org) and Practical Radiation Oncology (www.practicalradonc.org); developed and maintains 

an extensive patient website, www.rtanswers.org; and created the Radiation Oncology Institute 

(www.roinstitute.org), a non-profit foundation to support research and education efforts around the world that 

enhance and confirm the critical role of radiation therapy in improving cancer treatment. To learn more about 

ASTRO, visit www.astro.org. 
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