
Breaking Down Barriers in Blood
Cancer Care
Meet the latest grant recipients of The Leukemia & Lymphoma Society’s Equity in Access
Research Program. They work to ensure we all can get care and treatment, regardless of race,
ethnicity, geography or other barrier.
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When I meet blood cancer survivors and their families, they often share their personal stories with
me. Sometimes they talk about the relief of finding a treatment that finally drove their cancer into
remission. But many times, their stories are about the lifesaving therapies that they were almost
denied because of sky-high cost, insurance limitations, or other barriers. I shudder to think about
the people I don’t get to meet because they were unable to overcome these barriers.

Take for example, Valerie, who was between jobs while caring for her ailing mother when she was
diagnosed with acute myeloid leukemia (AML) in 2018. Valerie had no medical coverage and could
not access insurance because her state had opted not to expand Medicaid coverage. Though she
was eventually able to obtain coverage through the Affordable Care Act Health Insurance
Marketplace to get the stem cell transplant she critically needed, Valerie maxed out her credit
cards early on and faced significant challenges due to her medical debt.

Valerie said, “It occurred to me that even though I had worked my entire life, I could possibly die –
not because there wasn’t a treatment that was available to me, but because the treatment that
was available to me was out of reach because I couldn’t afford it.” Thankfully, she was able to turn
to The Leukemia & Lymphoma Society (LLS) for assistance with drug copays, food help during the
pandemic, and vital information and resources provided by LLS’s Information Resource Center.
Thankfully, she’s been in remission for several years, but now is at risk of being dropped from
Disability/Medicare because she no longer qualifies as a cancer patient.

There should be no more stories like Valerie’s. Every patient deserves access to cancer care. Yet
some groups of patients face more barriers than others when it comes to getting the right
diagnosis and treatment. LLS is committed to making sure that all blood cancer patients can
receive the treatment they need, regardless of their income, race, language, or geographic
location.

http://lls.org/leukemia/acute-myeloid-leukemia
http://lls.org/
http://lls.org/support-resources/information-specialists


That’s why LLS created the Equity in Access Research Program, which awards multi-year grants to
researchers investigating the causes of inequitable access to blood cancer care and identifying
ways these inequities can be addressed. We’ve just announced our second cohort of grantees—a
group of outstanding and diverse health services researchers who have received $3.8 million in
combined funding to help us not only better understand the link between health insurance and
access to care but identify actionable solutions to reduce disparities. Our learnings will generate
new evidence that can guide policy reform and changes in healthcare practice. We’ll use our
findings to advocate for patients in Washington, D.C., and state capitals nationwide.

Each of our 2023 Equity in Access research grant recipients is tackling a specific health equity
problem related to insurance.

Jalpa Doshi, PhD, Professor, Medicine, Perelman School of Medicine, University of Pennsylvania,

is leading research to determine if access barriers to oral anticancer medications (OAMs) are

worse among vulnerable populations such as racial/ethnic minority patients. The aim of the

study is to provide strategies for improved access to OAMs that can be enacted at the state and

federal level.    

Meng Li, PhD, ScM, Assistant Professor, Department of Health Services Research, Cancer

Prevention and Population Sciences, The University of Texas MD Anderson Cancer Center,

and Christopher Flowers, MD, MS, Professor and Chair of the University of Texas MD Anderson

Department of Lymphoma and Myeloma, are investigating how financial hardship affects quality

of life and survival in patients with non-Hodgkin lymphoma (NHL). Their findings may provide

evidence to guide insurance coverage policymaking to reduce disparities in access to care.

Lori Muffly, MD, MS, Associate Professor of Medicine, Division of Blood and Marrow

Transplantation and Cellular Therapy,  Stanford University, Theresa Keegan, PhD, MS, Professor

of Medicine, University of California Davis, and Helen Parsons, PhD, MPH, Associate Professor,

Division of Health Policy and Management, University of Minnesota, are examining how specific

insurance types held by adolescents and young adults with newly diagnosed acute

lymphoblastic leukemia (ALL) influence access to specialized care. The learnings can potentially

inform policy efforts to promote access to specialized care among this underserved population

of blood cancer patients.

http://lls.org/research/equity-access-research-grants
https://www.lls.org/award-recipient/jalpa-doshi
https://www.lls.org/award-recipient/meng-li
https://www.lls.org/award-recipient/lori-muffly


Oreofe Odejide, MD,MPH, Hematologic Oncologist at the Dana-Farber Cancer Institute and

Assistant Professor of Medicine at Harvard Medical School, and Gregory Abel, MD,

MPH, Director, Older Adult Hematologic Malignancy Program at the Dana-Farber Cancer

Institute and Associate Professor of Medicine, Harvard Medical School, are researching the

relationship between insurance status and type with end-of-life (EOL) care quality and will

develop actionable recommendations to promote equity in access to high-quality EOL care.

Helen Parsons, PhD, MPH, Associate Professor, Division of Health Policy and Management,

University of Minnesota, Cathy Bradley, PhD, Associate Dean for Research in the Colorado

School for Public Health and Deputy Director of the University of Colorado Cancer Center,

and Robin Yabroff, PhD, MBA, Scientific Vice President, Health Services Research, American

Cancer Society, are exploring the relationship between insurance design, financial hardship due

to rising care costs, and treatment outcomes among blood cancer patients over time, and are

also evaluating potential geographic and racial/ethnic disparities. This research will significantly

contribute to understanding how increased cost-sharing for cancer care affects patient

outcomes and financial security and can inform development of policy-relevant solutions

related to benefit design.

We thank these researchers for their efforts in helping us better understand the underlying causes
of inequitable access to blood cancer care and the specific steps we can take to make sure
patients like Valerie, and all blood cancer patients, can get the lifesaving treatment they need.

LLS also proudly and gratefully acknowledges the leadership support of Royalty Pharma and the
following companies for their support of the Equity in Access Research Program and other
initiatives focused on reducing healthcare disparities in blood cancer care and treatment: AMGEN
Oncology, AstraZeneca Pharmaceuticals LP, Bristol Myers Squibb, GSK and Takeda Oncology.

Together we can break down the barriers to equitable blood cancer care.

Applications for 2024 Equity in Access Research Grants are now open. You can learn more about
the program and our 2023 grantees here.

Help us widen access to blood cancer care!

https://www.lls.org/award-recipient/oreofe-odejide
https://www.lls.org/award-recipient/helen-parsons
http://lls.org/research/equity-access-research-grants


DONATE TODAY

This article was originally published August 7, 2023, by The Leukemia & Lymphoma Society. It is
republished with permission.
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