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Pancreatic cancer surgery rates vary 

New research published today in the Medical Journal of Australia shows wide variation in 

the proportion of people with pancreatic cancer receiving potentially life saving surgery, 

depending on where they live. 

The research, by the Cancer Institute NSW, found some patients are almost three times 

more likely to be offered pancreatic cancer surgery than others, with the percentage of 

people receiving the surgery ranging from 8 per cent to 21 per cent. Across the state 14 

per cent of those newly diagnosed with pancreatic cancer received surgery. 

The research also suggests that if we increase the proportion of people receiving surgery 

for pancreatic cancer, the survival rate could be further improved. The five-year survival 

in regions with lower proportions of people getting surgery was 3.4 per cent, compared 

with 7.2 per cent in regions with higher rates. 

Pancreatic cancer is the fourth most common cause of cancer deaths in both Australian 

men and women, and has the lowest survival rate of all cancers.  

“Survival rates for pancreatic cancer are low for a number of reasons. Due to the late 

development of symptoms, the disease is usually already at an advanced stage when a 

person is diagnosed. In itself, this limits the number of people who could benefit from 

surgery,” said Professor David Currow, Chief Cancer Officer and CEO of the Cancer 

Institute NSW.  

“By identifying this variation, we have the opportunity to improve survival for many 

people diagnosed with pancreatic cancer. We can do this by reducing variation and 

making sure that people receive the right treatment, at the right time, in the right 

place,” he says. 

 “We know survival for people with disease confined to the pancreas can be improved 

through surgery. Making sure GPs know where and when to refer patients with 

pancreatic cancer is an important next step,” says Professor Currow. 

According to the paper, if surgery rates in regions with lower proportions of people 

having surgery were raised to 18 per cent of people newly diagnosed (the 80th 

percentile of the varied rates), an additional 32 people in NSW would receive surgery 

each year. 

Professor Currow explained that there were likely a number of factors behind these 

variations. 
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“There are many complex issues at play here – a number of patients may not want 

surgery, and some general practitioners may not realise that people with early stage 

may benefit from surgery. To increase surgery rates, we need to ensure that people 

diagnosed with pancreatic cancer are being referred to specialist centres with the 

resources to manage complex care. 

“We need to take a whole-of-system approach, linking primary and tertiary care, 

combined with patient information and support,” said Professor Currow. 

“Increasing knowledge and awareness about hospitals with the expertise and resources 

available to manage complex cases should enable more people to undergo surgery who 

would benefit.” 

For more information on specialist centres for pancreatic cancer, visit 

www.cancerinstitute.org.au/how-we-help/quality-improvement/optimising-cancer-

care/oesophageal-pancreatic-cancer-surgery  

GPs looking to refer patients to one of the recommended specialist centres can find 

details at www.canrefer.org.au.  
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