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Overview

How Wellstar built a truly patient-centric early lung cancer detection program

The challenge

Early lung cancer detection saves lives. However, a recent study found that just 

about 14.4% of eligible patients received the recommended screening exam, 

low-dose computed tomography (LDCT). 

Additionally, the times between screening to diagnosis and diagnosis to 

treatment may be lengthy. One study published in 2019 found that there was a 

19.2% reduction in survival in Stage I lung cancer for every six weeks until 

treatment was initiated.

The organization

Wellstar Health System is a large health system located in Georgia. The system 

includes 11 hospitals, 9 cancer centers, and 21 imaging centers among other 

services. 

The approach

Wellstar developed a multidisciplinary lung cancer detection program that 

involves community provider outreach to increase screening rates, 

comprehensive pulmonary nodule management, and a “STAT” clinic to centralize 

and expedite care decisions.

The result

Wellstar’s lung cancer screening program expects to conduct 13,000 lung cancer 

scans in 2022 alone. Since the STAT Clinic began in 2007, they have reduced the 

average time from scan to diagnosis to treatment from 94 days to just 14 days. 

This educational resource details health care provider's experience creating lung cancer detection programs and does not represent the views or opinions of AstraZeneca. Individual experiences and recommendations may vary with patients.

https://www.ajpmonline.org/article/S0749-3797(19)30165-5/fulltext
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6396925/


pg. 4© 2022 Advisory Board • All rights reserved • advisory.com

CASE STUDY

IN PARTNERSHIP WITH

Approach

Adapted from “Fundamentals for Growth of a Lung Cancer Screening Program” and “The 

STAT Clinics User Guide” by William Mayfield, MD, FACS, Wellstar Health System, 2021.

How Wellstar built a truly patient-centric early lung cancer detection program

How Wellstar built a truly patient-centric early lung 

cancer detection program

Lung cancer detection requires collaboration between many different specialties. 

Even after a suspicious finding, traditional care models require multiple patient 

visits. To streamline care, Wellstar gathers all the relevant clinicians to create a 

consensus care plan as quickly as possible. 

The three elements

Wellstar’s approach to building a comprehensive lung cancer detection program 

involves three elements:

01 Engage primary care providers and streamline referrals 

02
Increase care entry points through incidental findings 

management 

03 Reduce turnaround times through STAT clinic approach

This educational resource details health care provider's experience creating lung cancer detection programs and does not represent the views or opinions of AstraZeneca. Individual experiences and recommendations may vary with patients.
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How Wellstar built a truly patient-centric early lung cancer detection program

Engage primary care providers 
and streamline referrals01

Engaging patients in lung cancer screening is challenging, and nationally rates 

remain incredibly low. A recent study found only an estimated 14% of eligible 

patients received the recommended screening exam. Patients are often referred 

by their primary care physicians (PCPs), who play an incredibly important role in 

driving volume for lung cancer screening programs. But PCPs are notoriously 

busy, and it falls to lung cancer screening programs to ensure providers are well 

equipped to discuss lung cancer screening with their patients. 

Wellstar’s goal is to make it as easy as possible for PCPs to refer patients into 

lung cancer screening programs. To do this they focus on two areas:

1. Provide practical, useful education to PCPs

Wellstar leverages their physician relations team and nurse navigators to 

educate PCPs in their market. They focus on providing only the most critical 

information, such as:

• The burden of undiagnosed lung cancer in their practice, including smoking 

rates and lung cancer prevalence in the area

• How to record an accurate smoking history, which is required to determine 

patient eligibility but challenging to providers to accurately track 

This educational resource details health care provider's experience creating lung cancer detection programs and does not represent the views or opinions of AstraZeneca. Individual experiences and recommendations may vary with patients.

https://www.ajpmonline.org/article/S0749-3797(19)30165-5/fulltext
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2. Create a seamless referral experience 

To assist providers in qualifying and referring patients for lung cancer screening, 

Wellstar developed a shared decision-making tool for clinicians and clinician 

assistants within their electronic health record (EHR) that pulls patient’s age and 

smoking history to determine eligibility. For eligible patients, a best practice 

recommendation appears that includes a short script for providers, which may 

serve as the shared-decision-making visit, and one-click referral for screening.

Wellstar’s lung cancer screening program takes ownership of all patient follow-

up, again reducing burdens on PCPs.

1. ENGAGE PRIMARY CARE PROVIDERS AND STREAMLINE REFERRALS (CONT.)

How Wellstar built a truly patient-centric early lung cancer detection program

This educational resource details health care provider's experience creating lung cancer detection programs and does not represent the views or opinions of AstraZeneca. Individual experiences and recommendations may vary with patients.



pg. 7© 2022 Advisory Board • All rights reserved • advisory.com

CASE STUDY

IN PARTNERSHIP WITH

CASE STUDY
How Wellstar built a truly patient-centric early lung cancer detection program

Increase care entry points through 
incidental findings management02

What are incidental pulmonary nodules (IPNs)? 

Incidental findings are abnormalities uncovered 

unintentionally and unrelated to the condition that prompted 

an exam. Pulmonary nodules are abnormal growths that 

form in a lung. They can be identified on imagining scans. 

Most pulmonary nodules are benign, but some indicate the 

presence of lung cancer.

IPNs are key to a comprehensive lung cancer program

Wellstar expanded their lung cancer detection program in 

2020 to more formally focus on incidental pulmonary nodule 

management in addition to LDCT screening. The 

organization invested in a tool embedded in their EHR to 

provide a database and tracking tool for patients with IPNs 

detected at Wellstar. The tool is primarily used by Wellstar’s 

lung navigators to longitudinally track patients and 

coordinate recommended follow-up care. 

In the first 12 months of their IPN program Wellstar 

detected and treated 36 lung cancers. Wellstar expects to 

rescan 6,000 patients in 2022 that originally entered the 

lung cancer detection program with IPNs (compared to 

7,000 from screening). 

If managed correctly, incidental findings may allow more 

patients with lung cancer to be diagnosed at earlier stages, 

providing another opportunity to help improve survival. 

~46%
Patients in Wellstar’s lung cancer detection 

program that entered with an incidental 

pulmonary nodule vs screening exam

This educational resource details health care provider's experience creating lung cancer detection programs and does not represent the views or opinions of AstraZeneca. Individual experiences and recommendations may vary with patients.
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Reduce turnaround times 
through STAT Clinic approach03

The hallmark of Wellstar’s lung cancer detection program is their approach to 

reduce time from screening to treatment. Instead of fitting the patient into the 

clinician workflow, Wellstar built a workflow around the patient. They call this a 

synchronous, patient-centric approach internally branded as “STAT Clinics.” 

To implement this new vision, Wellstar made two operational changes: 

1. Centralized all services and clinicians involved in lung cancer detection, 

staging, and treatment decisions

2. Established two 7-day cycles with goals and processes for each, holding 

clinicians to an established timeline

Program success relies on strong patient navigators to support patients and 

facilitate clinician decision making. 

78%
Reduction in the time from an abnormal computed tomography (CT) finding to treatment initiation 

with Wellstar’s STAT program approach to patient management. Represents an average 

decrease of 49 days.

This educational resource details health care provider's experience creating lung cancer detection programs and does not represent the views or opinions of AstraZeneca. Individual experiences and recommendations may vary with patients.



pg. 9© 2022 Advisory Board • All rights reserved • advisory.com

CASE STUDY

IN PARTNERSHIP WITH3. REDUCE TURNAROUND TIMES THROUGH STAT CLINIC APPROACH (CONT.)

How Wellstar built a truly patient-centric early lung cancer detection program

STAT Clinic Cycles

WEEK 1

Diagnosis and staging

WEEK 2

Initiate treatment 

Goal of MDC: Review patient records 

and determine all necessary 

diagnostics

Services may include

• Endobronchial ultrasound (EBUS)

• Percutaneous needle biopsy

• Positron emission tomography 

(PET) scans 

• Pulmonary function tests (PFTs)

• Additional imaging 

Goal of MDC: Review diagnostic 

results, determine treatment plan, 

and prepare to initiate therapy 

Services may include

• Consults for surgery

• Port placement

• Additional imaging like magnetic 

resonance imaging (MRI)

• Radiation simulation

• Infusion 

Navigators initiate both 7-day cycles, which begin with multidisciplinary 

consensus (MDC) meetings. Throughout these cycles navigators also provide 

additional administrative support, such as obtaining insurance authorizations. 

Importantly, multidisciplinary consensus meetings occur while the patient is in 

the clinic. This allows patients to leave each appointment with results and next-

steps in hand. 

Wellstar continues to iterate with process improvements that will cut time to 

diagnosis and move patients to treatment faster. The STAT Clinic approach has 

allowed Wellstar to improve survival rates, improve patient satisfaction, and 

reduce unnecessary testing and visits (reducing total cost).

This educational resource details health care provider's experience creating lung cancer detection programs and does not represent the views or opinions of AstraZeneca. Individual experiences and recommendations may vary with patients.
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Results

CASE STUDY
How Wellstar built a truly patient-centric early lung cancer detection program

How we know it’s working

In 2022, Wellstar expects about 13,000 patients in their lung cancer detection 

program. Almost half of those patients came through their newly developed 

incidental pulmonary nodule program, and the others came through screening. 

Since beginning their lung cancer program in 2007, Wellstar has reduced time 

from nodule identification to treatment initiation by 78% to an average of 14 

days. 

• Community impact: Wellstar’s lung cancer screening program currently 

scans around 500-600 patients a month, with 80-120 new patients a month

• Stage shift: Approximately 71% of cancers detected are Stage I and II, with 

about 29% detected at Stages III and IV (compared to a national average of 

24% of cancers detected at an early Stage)

• Experience: Wellstar’s STAT Clinic maintains patient experience scores 

above the 90th percentile

Having the right approach to lung cancer screening may help save lives. By 

combining a screening program with incidental finding programs, and managing 

both efficiently and effectively, Wellstar has been able to do just that.

This educational resource details health care provider's experience creating lung cancer detection programs and does not represent the views or opinions of AstraZeneca. Individual experiences and recommendations may vary with patients.
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The Lung Ambition Alliance, a global coalition with partners 

across disciplines in over 50 countries, was formed to 

combat lung cancer through accelerating innovation and 

driving forward meaningful improvements for people with 

lung cancer. We do this by advocating for improved 

approaches in three areas: screening and early diagnosis, 

accelerated delivery of innovative medicine, and improved 

quality care.

This report is sponsored by AstraZeneca, an Advisory Board member organization. 

Representatives of AstraZeneca helped select the topics and issues addressed. Advisory 

Board experts wrote the report, maintained final editorial approval, and conducted the 

underlying research independently and objectively. Advisory Board does not endorse any 

company, organization, product or brand mentioned herein.

To learn more, view our editorial guidelines.

https://www.advisory.com/research/sponsorship-guidelines
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LEGAL CAVEAT

This report is sponsored by AstraZeneca, an Advisory Board member organization. Representatives of AstraZeneca helped select the topics and 

issues addressed. Advisory Board experts wrote the report, maintained final editorial approval, and conducted the underlying research independently 

and objectively. Advisory Board does not endorse any company, organization, product or brand mentioned herein.

This report should be used for educational purposes only. Advisory Board has made efforts to verify the accuracy of the information contained herein. 

Advisory Board relies on data obtained from many sources and cannot guarantee the accuracy of the information provided or any analysis based 

thereon. In addition, Advisory Board is not in the business of giving legal, medical, accounting, or other professional advice, and its reports should not 

be construed as professional advice. In particular, readers should not rely on any legal commentary in this report as a basis for action, or assume that 

any tactics described herein would be permitted by applicable law or appropriate for a given reader's situation. Readers are advised to consult with 

appropriate professionals concerning legal, medical, tax, or accounting issues, before implementing any of these tactics. Neither Advisory Board nor its 

officers, directors, trustees, employees, and agents shall be liable for any claims, liabilities, or expenses relating to (a) any errors or omissions in this 

report, whether caused by Advisory Board or any of its employees or agents, or sources or other third parties, (b) any recommendation or graded 

ranking by Advisory Board, or (c) failure of reader and its employees and agents to abide by the terms set forth herein. 

AstraZeneca has obtained distribution rights to this content for the purpose of customer education. It is the policy of Advisory Board to enforce its 

intellectual property rights to the fullest extent permitted under law. The entire content of this report, including any images or text, is copyrighted and 

may not be distributed, modified, reused, or otherwise used except as provided herein without the express written permission of Advisory Board. The 

use or misuse of the Advisory Board trademarks, copyrights, or other materials, except as permitted herein, is expressly prohibited and may be in 

violation of copyright law, trademark law, communications regulations and statutes, and other laws, statutes and/or regulations.
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