Changes in autopsy rates among cancer patients and
its impact from the public health point of view
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Introduction

During the last decades, autopsy rates have dramatically
decreased in frequency in many countries. The Cancer
Registry Zurich, which exists since 1980, provides the
opportunity to address to what extent the number of
autopsies in cancer patients have changed over a longer
period of time and to what extent autopsies provide the
diagnosis of clinical undetected cancer.

Table 1. : Total number of autopsies performed broken down
by sex and the proportion of the total number of autopsies
performed broken down by gender from 1980 to 2010. Each
patient occurs only once, regardless of whether he was
initially attributed to one or more tumor diagnoses.
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Figure 1. Newly detected tumors related to the total number
of autopsies performed from 1980 to 2010. y-axis: number ; x-
axis: year
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Methods
Data of the Cancer Registry Zurich, 1980 to 2010.
102,434 cancer cases in 89,933 deceased patients.
78,853 patients had one cancer diagnosis; 11,080 were
diagnosed with more than one cancer.
If an individual were diagnosed with two or more different
malignant tumors within this period, each individual tumor
localization of the respective group was included in the
calculation of cancer prevalence, incidence and in the
comparison between incidence and the impact of autopsy on
incidence.
Calculation of the overall autopsy number and rate was based
only the tumor occurring first in time.

Figure 2. Development of the initial detection rate for tumor
entities for which the autopsy was in the beginning of the data
collection of a certain relevance for the incidence. Summarized
with ,,moving averages of 3 years”. y-axis: incidence share of the
autopsy in percentage; x-axis: year.
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Results

* Autopsy rate declined from 60% in 1980 to 7% in 2010.

* Total number of autopsies performed decreased from a total
of 1179 in 1986 to 220in 2010.

* In 1980, the rate of newly detected tumours through autopsy
was 42% compared with 2010, by which the rate has declined
to 17%.

Conclusion

* A consequence of the reduced autopsy rate is the reduction
of incidental findings at autopsy in cancer registration.

* This reduction has not negatively affected the total incidence
of cancer.

* |t seems that the state of the art diagnostic tools focusing on
tumour detection are adequately reliable.
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