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Abstract

BACKGROUND: This report details the cost effectiveness of a non-nurse patient navigation (PN) 

program that was implemented at the University of Chicago Medical Center to increase 

colonoscopy-based colorectal cancer (CRC) screening.

METHODS: The authors investigated the impact of the PN intervention by collecting process 

measures. Individuals who received navigation were compared with a historic cohort of non-

navigated patients. In addition, a previously validated data-collection instrument was tailored and 

used to collect all costs related to developing, implementing, and administering the program; and 

the incremental cost per patient successfully navigated (the cost of the intervention divided by the 

change in the number who complete screening) was calculated.

RESULTS: The screening colonoscopy completion rate was 85.1% among those who were 

selected to receive PN compared with 74.3% when no navigation was implemented. With 

navigation, the proportion of no-shows was 8.2% compared with 15.4% of a historic cohort of 

non-navigated patients. Because the perceived risk of noncompletion was greater among those 

who received PN (previous no-show or cancellation, poor bowel preparation) than that in the 

historic cohort, a scenario analysis was performed. Assuming no-show rates between 0% and 50% 
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and using a navigated rate of 85%, the total incremental program cost per patient successfully 

navigated ranged from $148 to $359, whereas the incremental intervention-only implementation 

cost ranged from $88 to $215.

CONCLUSIONS: The current findings indicate that non-nurse PN can increase colonoscopy 

completion, and this can be achieved at a minimal incremental cost for an insured population at an 

urban academic medical center.
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INTRODUCTION

Individuals between ages 50 and 75 years who comply with colorectal cancer (CRC) 

screening recommendations could substantially reduce their risk of CRC.1 In 2014, CRC 

ranked third in cancer incidence among men and women, with a rate of 38.4 per 100,000, 

and had the second highest mortality rate (14.1 per 100,000) among cancers diagnosed in 

men and women.2 Although screening for CRC is highly effective, it is underused, with 

62.4% of individuals between ages 50 and 75 years having completed guideline-specific 

screening.3 CRC screening prevalence among racial/ethnic minority groups is even lower 

and is lowest among the uninsured and those without a usual source of care.3–6

It has been demonstrated that patient navigation (PN) is an effective, evidence-based 

intervention that reduces barriers to screening.7–9 However, despite the success of PN 

services in improving both CRC screening and the quality of screening,10 the current 

payment models do not cover PN services.11 Furthermore, very few studies to date have 

reported the resource requirements and cost effectiveness of PN interventions.12–14 To 

develop the business case and determine appropriate payment models for PN services, we 

need cost and cost-effectiveness studies on a broad spectrum of PN interventions applied 

across varied patient cohorts and health care settings.

Between 2013 and 2014, the University of Chicago Medical Center (UCMC) participated in 

a State of Illinois PN program to enhance CRC screening among uninsured Illinois 

residents. This pilot project suggested that PN was effective in increasing CRC screening 

and resulted in improved quality indicators compared with non-navigated patients.15,16 In 

2015, the UCMC was funded as a Centers for Disease Control and Prevention Colorectal 

Cancer Control Program grantee, supporting the opportunity to implement an onsite UCMC, 

non-nurse–facilitated PN program in August 2016. Non-nurse PN could offer a less 

expensive approach to implementing navigation for the successful completion of CRC 

screening than a nurse-based navigation program. The current study was designed to assess 

the effectiveness of a non-nurse PN intervention in increasing colonoscopy completion and 

to evaluate the cost effectiveness of this intervention at an urban academic medical center 

serving primarily racial/ethnic minority groups. It is noteworthy that the PN intervention was 

implemented within the real-world practice at the UCMC; therefore, challenges and 

facilitators of the introduction of the PN services can be identified, and lessons learned can 

be shared with other implementation teams.
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MATERIALS AND METHODS

Patient Navigation Intervention

We present findings from an observational study of a patient-navigated CRC screening 

colonoscopy program at UCMC between August 2016 and April 2017. UCMC is located on 

the Southside of Chicago, with a catchment area of 95 square miles that includes 34 of 

Chicago’s 77 community areas and 1 of the nation’s largest, contiguous, urban, African 

American communities. The University of Chicago Institutional Review Board approved the 

study protocol.

UCMC operates a state-of-the-art gastroenterology (GI) unit that performs approximately 

12,000 endoscopic procedures each year. Approximately 65% of patients are referred from 

the University of Chicago primary care clinic, and the remainder include referrals from the 

GI clinic and open-access, nonuniversity patients. Most referrals are processed through an 

electronic referral system. There are 15 gastroenterologists performing screening 

colonoscopies with over 160 procedures performed per week. The GI unit is staffed by a 

nurse manager, an operations manager, procedure nurses, and technicians. Beginning in July 

2016, the UCMC hired and trained 1 non-nurse navigator to address the high number of no-

shows and cancellations in the GI procedure unit. Qualifications for the non-nurse navigator 

position included previous navigation experience, ideally in a specialty care setting; a 

college education; and residence within the geographic service areas of the hospital. Before 

initiation of the PN services, all patients received up to 2 GI procedure nurse calls to remind 

patients of their procedure time and place and to field any questions about the process. After 

the initiation of PN, patients who were identified as requiring PN services did not continue 

to receive nurse preprocedure calls.

The UCMC PN program was modeled on the American Cancer Society and the New York 

City Department of Health and Mental Hygiene’s Colonoscopy Patient Navigator Program.
15–17 PN training took place for a 2-month period before initiation of the PN program and 

focused on the following topics: CRC and CRC screening methods, the follow-up process 

after a positive fecal test, quality metrics, data management, navigator roles and 

responsibilities, common patient barriers, communication skills with health care providers 

and other health professionals, cultural competency, and local community resources. In 

addition, the navigator had the opportunity to rotate through the colonoscopy suite at the 

UCMC as part of the patient experience process. The goal of this activity was to create an 

interactive environment to gain knowledge through direct experience. The navigator met 

with the GI procedure management staff and faculty directors on a biweekly basis to discuss 

cases, share information, and address issues associated with their roles and responsibilities.

An essential component of the PN program was leveraging the intraorganizational capacity 

in the GI section. This included GI clinical and primary care coordinators as well as the GI 

procedure unit staff. PN introduction within the UCMC setting promoted an internal quality-

review process, and multiple procedural modifications were implemented to support the PN 

program. These modifications, including updated bowel preparation instructions, nurse 

preprocedure calls, data and documentation of PN interactions, integration of PN with 

existing process, primary care physician referral process, PN management protocol, and 
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primary care physician training and awareness to improve coordination and efficiency, were 

completed during the preimplementation process (from July 2015 to June 2016). See Fig. 1 

for details on changes implemented for the PN program.

All patients between ages 50 and 75 years who underwent a screening colonoscopy between 

August 2016 and April 2017 were eligible for referral to PN services. Patients with a 

previous CRC diagnosis, inflammatory bowel disease, or undergoing a diagnostic 

colonoscopy were excluded from this study. Two provider educational sessions were 

conducted and included information on the PN program, the process for referral, and the PN 

prompt. Physicians provided feedback on risk stratification for PN services, and a consensus 

was reached based on supporting literature and clinical experiences. Given this input, 

patients who were selected for navigation services included those with a prior history of a 

no-show, poor bowel preparation, previous cancellation, and/or multiple comorbidities, 

based on provider assessment. Patients who received PN services were referred by several 

mechanisms: recommendation by primary care or GI faculty; through prerecorded 

telephone-based bowel preparation instructions, which allowed patients to self-refer; and 

identification through a nurse preprocedure call. (Direct referral through an electronic 

medical record [EMR] PN prompt was initiated in May 2017 and was not evaluated in the 

current study.) Most patients were referred by physicians. All patients who received PN were 

contacted 4 times on average to provide the following: introduction to the PN process, basic 

CRC screening facts, bowel preparation procedures, and support for any barriers identified. 

Most PN encounters were by telephone, and <5% of patients received face-to-face 

communication. All encounters were entered and tracked in a password-protected database. 

Once an encounter was initiated, the patient navigator followed the patient until he or she 

completed the examination.

Cost-Effective Analysis

We updated and tailored a previously validated cost data-collection instrument to obtain 

resource use information specific to the development and implementation of the navigation 

program.18–23 We defined the intervention development period as starting when internal 

discussions and procedures were initiated to plan the PN program and ending when the 

implementation began. The intervention implementation period then continued to the end of 

the last reporting period, April 31, 2017. For both the intervention development and 

implementation periods, we collected labor and nonlabor resources on tasks related to: 

administration and management; evaluation, research and reporting; and data quality 

assessment. For each of these broad categories, we developed a specific list of activities 

pertinent to the PN program. For example, activities under intervention development 

included the process of identifying eligible patients, developing tracking forms and 

databases, and providing staff and navigator training. Implementation activities included 

recruiting patients, providing navigation, and tracking patients.

Cost data metrics were collected from all staff working on PN implementation through 

interviews and Excel data sheet inputs. Cost and resource use data collection began in March 

2017, with information collected retrospectively from the start of implementation 

development (July 2015) and prospectively through the end of the reporting period on April 
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30, 2017. Labor hours were collected retrospectively to minimize staff burden using a 

previously tested, standardized approach to yield high-quality data.18,19 The project staff 

were requested to review meeting calendars and other internal reporting systems to identify 

the hours expended as accurately as possible. We collected salaries and the percentage of 

time worked to accurately account for part-time employment. Nonlabor costs related to 

equipment, supplies, and software purchases were catalogued for each activity.

We estimated labor costs by activity using the annual staff salary, the number of hours 

worked by staff by activity, and the percentage of time staff worked overall. We calculated 

hourly rates and, using hours spent per activity, calculated the staff cost of each activity. We 

aggregated all labor and nonlabor costs by activity and then further aggregated the costs into 

the broad categories of intervention development phase, intervention implementation phase, 

administration procedures, evaluation, and data quality assessment.

A selected number of PN process and outcome measures were collected. We tracked the 

number of patients referred for PN through multiple referral sources. We also collected the 

no-show rate, which was defined as missing the colonoscopy appointment or canceling with 

48 hours of the scheduled time. The main outcome to assess the effectiveness of the PN 

intervention was the number of colonoscopies completed. Data for these measures were 

obtained from multiple sources, including the UCMC EMR data, patient navigator logs, and 

GI unit databases, which track patient colonoscopy appointments and the status of scheduled 

procedures.

Because this was an observational study of PN implementation in a real-world setting 

(which involved referral of patients for PN services among those likely to fail to complete 

the screening colonoscopy procedure) and was based largely on physicians’ perception of 

the risk of noncompletion, we did not design the study with a comparison cohort. We 

compared the navigated patients with a historic cohort of patients from the UCMC who were 

scheduled to receive screening colonoscopies during the period from January to December 

2016 and did not receive any navigation services. Patients in the navigated and non-

navigated cohorts were similar in their characteristics. In both cohorts, most patients were 

women (approximately 60%), African American (approximately 65%), and had private 

insurance or Medicare (>80%). Because we relied on EMR data for these demographic 

variables, large proportions of data were missing for these measures, and there may have 

been other uncontrolled differences.

For both cohorts we present the proportion of no-shows and colonoscopy completions. 

Because we anticipated that the proportion of patients who would have completed 

colonoscopies in the navigated cohort (these individuals were specifically selected for 

navigation because they were not likely to complete the procedure) would have been much 

lower than of those in the historic cohort who were available for comparison, we performed 

a scenario analysis. We present scenarios under 4 different levels of completion rates (0%, 

25%, 50%, and 75% rates of screening colonoscopy completion) that could have been 

achieved without navigation services for the cohort referred for services. The patients 

referred for PN were likely in the range <50%. We present the cost per patient successfully 

navigated, which is the incremental cost of the PN intervention. The incremental cost per 
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patient successfully navigated is calculated by dividing the cost of the navigation 

intervention by the additional number of patients who complete colonoscopy screening 

because of the navigation provided. This intermediate cost-effectiveness measure provides 

the estimated economic cost of having 1 more patient complete their scheduled colonoscopy 

among those selected for navigation.

RESULTS

In Fig. 2, we present the total number of patients navigated compared with the total number 

of completed procedures. PN began in August 2016; and, by October 2016, there had been a 

substantial increase in patients served (from 5 to 97 patients). Overall, 536 patients were 

navigated between August 2016 and April 2017.

There were 536 patients who received navigation and 2713 who did not (Table 1). The 

completion rate was significantly higher for patients who were navigated (85.1% vs 73.4%), 

and the no-show rate was significantly lower for patients who were navigated (8.2% vs 

15.4%) compared with patients who were not navigated.

Total costs of the PN intervention by program category are provided in Table 2. In total, the 

cost to develop and implement the program was $67,278. The largest costs were attributed to 

the intervention implementation phase ($40,261), followed by costs for the intervention 

development phase ($13,728), and administration and management ($6999). The remaining 

the costs were for evaluation, research, and reporting ($3609) and for data quality 

assessment ($2680).

In Table 3, we present the incremental cost per patient successfully navigated. We also report 

the incremental cost of a 1% increase in successfully navigated patients. Assuming a 0% to 

50% no-show rate and using the navigated rate of 85%, the total cost per patient successfully 

navigated ranged from $147.54 to $358.62. If we use only the implementation costs 

(because these costs are expected to continue, whereas other costs are expected to decrease), 

we calculate that the total cost per patient successfully navigated ranges from $88.29 to 

$214.61. Because the assumed no-show rate without navigation increases, the total costs and 

implementation-only costs per successfully navigated patient increase.

DISCUSSION

Our current results add to the growing body of literature on the efficacy and cost 

effectiveness of PN services in increasing colonoscopy completion for CRC screening. We 

report an increase in the overall percentage of completed colonoscopies of almost 11 

percentage points among navigated patients compared with patients who did not receive PN 

(historic controls) within 1 year of initiating the PN program. Our findings are within the 

range of previously reported increases, from 8 percentage points to 40 percentage points, in 

studies conducted among low-income populations who received PN services to increase 

colonoscopy completion.24–26 These studies revealed a large range in the effectiveness of 

PN programs and likely reflect differences in the populations navigated and the intensity of 

navigation services.27 It is also important to note that, in our study, only a selected cohort of 

individuals received navigation; these individuals were referred for PN because they were 
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considered most likely not to complete the colonoscopy procedure as recommended. Thus, 

the true impact of the navigation program is likely higher, because the projected 

colonoscopy completion rate among navigated patients was anticipated to be lower than the 

completion rate among average patients (<73.4% reported before the initiation of 

navigation).

Moreover, the frequency of no-shows among navigated patients was reduced by >47%, a 

significant finding given the fixed cost of maintaining endoscopy units.28 Endoscopy units 

often experience a high rate of no-shows,29,30 which result in idle endoscopy capacity and 

loss of revenue. Therefore, our PN program may result in significant long-term 

improvements in both screening prevalence and efficiency gains because endoscopy capacity 

is used more optimally.

In addition to an overall increase in CRC screening uptake among navigated patients, our 

current study demonstrates that this increase is balanced by a reasonable incremental cost to 

support the process. A unique aspect of this study is our analysis of the preimplementation 

costs associated with the initiation of a new PN program. The total cost includes the steps 

required to successfully implement a new PN program. These included the total costs to 

develop and implement the program ($67,278). The largest costs were attributed to the 

intervention implementation phase, followed by costs for intervention development and 

administration and management. Other costs included evaluation, research and reporting, 

and data quality assessment. In contrast to the total cost amount, implementation costs of the 

PN alone were significantly lower. The additional cost per person screened ranged from 

$148 to $359 based on the finding that 0% to 50% of those navigated otherwise would have 

failed to show up for their appointment, as reported. In contrast, the implementation cost of 

PN alone is significantly more cost effective, ranging from $88 to $215 per successfully 

navigated patient; we anticipate that a large portion of the costs not directly related with PN 

patient interaction will reduce substantially in the future because the high start-up and on-

the-job training and supervision costs will no longer be incurred. We plan to continue to 

monitor the cost of the PN activities to track potential efficiencies after the initial 9-month 

period of implementation reported here. In this study, we relied on providers to identify 

patients for navigation based on specific criteria, including a history of poor bowel 

preparation, multiple comorbidities, and a requirement for assistance because of low literacy. 

On the basis of lessons learned from this study, we will be testing a direct referral system 

using an EMR PN prompt.

Our current findings support a generally favorable balance between the cost of PN and the 

increase in screening uptake compared with other similar studies. Because there is no 

specific benchmark for the intermediate cost-effectiveness measure reported in this study, we 

offer a comparison with other estimates reported in the peer-reviewed literature. In a 

nonrandomized evaluation comparing PN implementation in public hospitals, the PN 

program cost varied from $50 to $300 per patient referred to a navigator, and incremental 

cost-effectiveness varied from $200 to $700 per additional procedure completed.14 Another 

study that used a randomized design to evaluate navigated interventions to increase CRC 

screening in the primary care setting estimated that the average cost per patient ranged from 

$167 to $289, and the cost per additional patient screened ranged from $906 to $1958.13
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Our study does have several limitations. First, our results are from a single academic medical 

center. However, we report findings across a large urban center with a high percentage of 

insured patients providing data, which may inform a broader population-based approach to 

navigation services. This is particularly important because >50% of those who remain 

unscreened are insured.31 Second, we included no-show rates in our analysis, and it is 

possible that other mitigating strategies may have influenced our findings, such as 

comorbidities and quality of bowel preparation. Third, we used a historic comparison cohort. 

This cohort may not have been an appropriate comparison population, as the navigated 

cohort was specifically referred for PN services because they were unlikely to complete the 

colonoscopy procedure. We used scenario analysis in an attempt to evaluate the likely true 

impact of the PN program. Fourth, before the implementation of the PN services, several 

process changes were implemented to support the PN navigation activities. Although these 

changes impacted both the control and navigated groups, these changes also may have 

contributed to the improvements in the colonoscopy completion rates. Finally, we collected 

cost data retrospectively, and staff relied on individual recall to determine the specific time 

allocated to planning and implementing PN services. We believe this resulted in minimal 

bias, because the recall period for implementation was within 12 months, the UCMC 

received technical support to maintain good resource use records, and the process for labor 

and nonlabor data collection was consistent with other reported methodological approaches 

for assessing cost.18–23,32

These results support the finding that PN can increase colonoscopy completion and can 

significantly reduce no-shows. A direct implication of this finding is that endoscopy suites 

can increase their revenue if no-show rates are reduced and providers are able to use the 

available facilities optimally to perform colonoscopies that result in additional 

reimbursement. This can serve as an incentive to fund and implement PN interventions 

because, currently, there is no direct reimbursement for navigation services. Furthermore, 

our study indicates that PN services in an urban academic medical center can be 

implemented at a reasonable additional cost per individual screened. Finally, there are 

important policy implications supported by this study. Serious consideration should be given 

to formalizing the reimbursement of PN services to enhance CRC screening uptake as we 

shift away from pay for performance to a value-based model for population health that 

rewards outcomes.
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Figure 1. 
This is a patient flow chart for implementing colorectal cancer (CRC) patient navigation. 

EMR indicates electronic medical record; GI, gastrointestinal.
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Figure 2. 
The total numbers of patients navigated and completed procedures are illustrated.
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TABLE 1.

Effectiveness of the Patient Navigation Intervention

Navigation
a

Variable No Yes

No. of patients 2713 536

No. who completed colonoscopy 1990 456

Completion rate, % 73.4
85.1

b

No-show rate, % 15.4
8.2

b

a
The cohort of patients who did not receive navigation underwent colonoscopies from January to December 2016. Navigated patients were 

scheduled for colonoscopies between August 2016 and April 2017.

b
P < .05.
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TABLE 2.

Total Costs by Program Category

Program Category Cost, $

Intervention development phase 13,727.91

Intervention implementation phase 40,261.23

Administration and Management 6999.21

Evaluation, research, reporting 3609.44

Data, quality, assessment 2680.25

Total 67,278.04
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TABLE 3.

Cost per Patient Navigated

Incremental Cost Per Patient Successfully Navigated, $

No-Show Rate, % Navigated Rate, % Total Cost, $ Implementation Only, $

0 85 147.54 88.29

25 85 209.20 125.19

50 85 358.62 214.61

75 85 1255.19 751.14
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