Cancer’s Soaring Cost Wrecks Patients’
Finances in a Broken System
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Jacqueline Trapp, a cancer patient, has incurred over $100,000 in out-of-pocket
drug costs despite having insurance, forcing her and her husband to sell
possessions and refinance their house to pay the bills.

A Bloomberg News investigation found that the median initial price of cancer
drugs has quadrupled since 2000, and many of the added expenses may not be



necessary, with fewer than half of the drugs approved since 2000 proven to
prolong people's lives.

o Cancer patients are nearly three times more likely to file for bankruptcy than
similar people who don't have cancer, and those who file for bankruptcy are 80%
more likely to die, with financial struggles persisting even after the passage of the
Affordable Care Act.

Jacqueline Trapp was paying down her mortgage and looking forward to early
retirement when she got multiple myeloma a decade ago at the age of 50. She’s kept
her disease mostly under control since then with a drug that lists for over $800 per pill,
taken 21 days a month. It's her finances that have deteriorated.

A former schoolteacher and real estate agent, Trapp had always been insured. In
treating her cancer, she still racked up over $100,000 in out-of-pocket drug costs — not
including her insurance premiums and the cost of other tests. To keep up with the bills,
she and her husband sold a vintage truck he had painstakingly restored. They
refinanced their house in Muskego, Wisconsin, and stopped going out to dinner and the
theater. They even sold a nice dining room table set to raise $500.

“My choice has been pay it, or die,” Trapp said.



’Jacqueline Trapp at her home in Muskego, Wisconsin.
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About 2 million Americans are diagnosed with cancer each year, and many face the
same financial battle. It's a particular burden for younger people not yet able to qualify
for Medicare, saddling them with years of complex treatment and soaring prescription
costs — even if they have insurance. A Bloomberg News investigation this year
found that the median initial price of cancer drugs has quadrupled since 2000, to a
staggering $25,000 a month.
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Drugmakers, hospitals and doctors all benefit from what’s now sometimes called the
“cancer industrial complex.” The US has an enviable infrastructure of gleaming cancer
centers and no shortage of blockbuster treatments. A patchwork of government
payment caps and charity programs help some patients cover the costs. For many,
though, the price still soars far out of proportion to the benefits. And the fallout is only
likely to grow if key federal subsidies for health insurance premiums expire next year.
The investigation found that many of the added expenses may not even be necessary.
Fewer than half of the drugs approved since 2000 have ever been proven to prolong
people’s lives, according to a Bloomberg analysis. Drugmakers have taken advantage
of a fast-track approval process that allows new treatments into the market based on
early research, and the Food and Drug Administration has been slow to force the
withdrawal of those shown not to work.

Hospitals have marked up some types of chemotherapy drugs by 100-fold or more, the
investigation found. Doctors participate in an $80-billion-a-year market for clinical trials
in which cancer patients can generate $250,000 or more each in revenue. And drug
companies have avoided testing lower dosesof many treatments, even as evidence
builds that some may work well with less cost and fewer visits to the infusion center.

In August, after the Bloomberg analysis was published, the FDA proposed tightening
its approval standards by requiring drugmakers to more closely assess potential harmful
side effects of new treatments and to gather more evidence of their long-term survival
benefits. The drugmakers have said robust studies prove the new treatments’
effectiveness.

Even as US senators are locked in a stalemate over extending the federal health
subsidies, members of both parties expressed frustration and called for legislation
requiring the FDA to better police drugs after they’ve hit the market.

Senator Roger Marshall, a Kansas Republican who’s also a physician, said that while
he admires the FDA’s expertise in advancing treatments, Congress should consider
more funds for research that would confirm the “safety and efficacy” of drugs once
people start taking them.

‘I don’t know how good of a job we’re doing with follow-up and really collecting the data
you’re wanting me to answer as the doctor,” Marshall said. “So we’re giving this new
miracle drug, it's $400,000 and we want to see its impact on the people it's given to. Are
they continuing prospective studies? Are they continuing retrospective studies? What
are the side effects of those drugs?”

Marshall said he also supports a proposal for Medicare to pay hospitals a uniform
amount for the same services, and co-sponsored a bill this year that would require
providers to publish specific prices so that people can more easily compare them.
Cancer patients face high costs in part because many health insurance plans force
them to shoulder some of the burden during periods of intense treatment after a
diagnosis. When cancer hits, they may lose income just as they are slammed with
numerous medical bills.
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While the Affordable Care Act in 2025 restricts individual out-of-pocket costs to $9,200 a
year for in-network care, some people end up with expenses that their insurer refuses to
cover. Other costs aren’t reimbursed, such as travel to far-flung cancer centers for
specialized treatment.

As part of the Inflation Reduction Act in 2022, Congress capped patient out-of-pocket
costs at $2,000 in the Medicare prescription drug program. Trapp, who’s now a patient
advocate for a non-profit group called Patients for Affordable Drugs, said that helped
limit her own expenses once she qualified for Medicare through disability. But the cap
only applies to drugs taken at home like pills and not other treatment for cancer
patients, like chemotherapy or infusions.

A provision in the One Big Beautiful Bill Act passed this year would also exempt certain
drugs from government price negotiations, which Senator Ron Wyden, a Democrat from
Oregon, says might increase overall costs for seniors.

“Americans with cancer and their families are desperate for treatments that will get them
on the road to recovery,” he said in a statement. “However, these treatments are
increasingly unaffordable, and some are even brought to market without sufficient
evidence of their effectiveness.”

Studies have long found that cancer poses particular financial risks. Cancer patients
are nearly three times more likely to file for bankruptcy than similar people who don’t
have cancer, a study by researchers in Washington state found in 2013. Those cancer
patients who file for bankruptcy are 80% more likely to die than those patients who do
not.

Recent evidence shows the problem persists, long after passage of the Affordable Care
Act. AlImost one in 10 cancer patients with private insurance coverage in Massachusetts
experienced a significant drop in credit score after being diagnosed with cancer,
researchers from Harvard Medical School reported at a conference in October. The
more the credit score dropped, the more likely the person was to die, said Benjamin
James, the Harvard Medical School associate professor who led the study.

He and his fellow researchers didn’t determine exactly why that was the case, but
speculated that many patients got sicker because they couldn’t afford proper treatment.
“It was a really shocking finding,” James said, adding that the situation is likely to be
worse in other states with skimpier insurance coverage than Massachusetts.

Jacey Abbott of Stapleton, Alabama, was only 34 when she was diagnosed with breast
cancer in 2019. The mother of three had every reason to be hopeful; her cancer was
early-stage and treatable. After multiple surgeries that removed the tumor as well as
both of her breasts, doctors gave her chemotherapy, followed by a standard cocktail of
drugs to stop her ovaries from producing estrogen.

Abbott had insurance, which covered most of the treatment costs. Nonetheless, she
built up $16,000 of medical debt. If the amount seemed manageable at first, it loomed
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much larger after she lost her job at a Domino’s Pizza restaurant. She extended the
insurance and paid for it herself for two months but then stopped because it was too
expensive, she said.

In 2021, with debts piling up, she declared bankruptcy. “I got to keep my car,” she said.
After acquiring Medicaid disability insurance, her treatments were covered for two
years. But a paperwork snafu forced her off the plan. What looked to Abbott like an
easily solvable documentation issue proved to be anything but. For eight months, she
went uncovered by insurance. “I never got any reason why or anything like that,” Abbott
said. “l just got a letter in the mail that said | didn't have it.”

Abbott wanted to pay out of pocket to continue treatment, but it just wasn’t possible.
While one generic drug she was taking goes for around $40 a month, another essential
brand-name treatment lists for more than $1,000 a month. By the time Abbott re-
secured government coverage in July of last year, her cancer had spread to her liver,
lungs and bones. It is no longer considered curable.



Jacey Abbott at her home in Stapleton, Alabama.
Photographer: Emily Kask for Bloomberg

For cancer patients, the costs aren’t spread out evenly. They can be particularly heavy
during the first year after diagnosis. Patients unlucky enough to get cancer in the middle
of an insurance-plan year can get slammed with the full cost of multiple large
deductibles within a relatively short period, while simultaneously losing their source of
income because they are too sick to work.



Owen K.C. Stephens, a 55-year-old freelance game developer in Oklahoma City,
required months of chemotherapy, then radiation, after he was diagnosed with
colorectal cancer in early 2023. Unable to work, his income declined sharply. He quickly
blew through his deductible and reached his out-of-pocket maximum under the “bronze”
plan he had purchased.

Then, the insurance plan collapsed and was liquidated by state regulators. He had to
join a new plan from scratch with a new deductible in September 2023, adding
thousands more to his bill for the year. In January 2024, as he was getting radiation,
another plan year started. He had to start over a third time with another big deductible.
Numerous procedures, doctor visits and drugs ended up not being fully covered for
various reasons. Some doctors wound up being out of network. A hospital charged
more for a procedure than the insurance plan was willing to pay, and he was too sick to
fight with them. He had to pay $1,000 a year for a blood thinner because his new
insurer didn’t cover it. Stephens turned to GoFundMe and managed to raise more than
$100,000 to pay down the bills.

Even for people with insurance, the drugs are often so expensive that they’re skipping
desperately needed treatments.

Jennifer Saura, a 49-year-old former Walgreens store supervisor in Immokalee, Florida,
was diagnosed with breast cancer that had spread to her hip, knees and liver in April
2024, leaving her unable to walk or do her job. She needed six weeks in the hospital to
repair a fractured hip followed by radiation to shrink the worst bone tumors. Despite
being insured with standard “silver” plans under the Affordable Care Act, she quickly ran
up close to $10,000 in medical debt to cover the various co-payments and deductibles.
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1
Jennifer Saura at her brother&#x2019;s home in Fort Myers, Florida.
Photographer: Thomas Simonetti for Bloomberg

Doctors put her on hormone therapy including Pfizer Inc.’s Ibrance along with a second
drug to help keep the remaining tumors in check. But over the last 18 months, money
has been so tight she had to skip infusions of a bone-preserving agent three times
because she couldn’t afford the $75 copay. Other times she put off getting refills of
Ibrance or painkillers to treat her bone pain because she didn’t have $5 left in her bank
account for the copays.

Her car was repossessed in October after she fell behind in payments. She put off
additional appointments because she had no way to get there. Her 20-year-old
daughter, Audrey, started a GoFundMe, but the $815 it had raised through late
December hasn’t come close to paying the bills.

Saura qualified for Medicaid in February. That eliminated most of her out-of-pocket
costs, but she is months behind in paying the rent and is inundated with calls from debt
collectors. “I am so far behind on everything,” she said. “It stresses me out not knowing
if 'm going to be able to pay for my doctor’s visit or get my medicine.”

On Dec. 18, Saura got more bad news from her physician: The cancer has spread to
her spine.
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