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EDITOR—The paper by Stotter et al is an important reminder of the need for caution when comparing
incidence and survival rates between different populations.1 At the Thames Cancer Registry we have
developed a method of estimating completeness of ascertainment as a function of time since
diagnosis.2 As part of this procedure, KaplanMeier estimates of survival are calculated, and we have
included cases registered solely on the basis of information from their death certificates, assuming that
their survival will be the same as that of cases in whom the initial registration was made from the death
certificate but subsequent tracing of records has led to further information and a “proper” date of
diagnosis.
Using data on all registered cancer cases with a date of diagnosis (or date of death for those cases
registered on the basis of death certificates only) in 1992, and calculating survival with and without
inclusion of these cases by the above method, gives an estimate of five year survival rate of 37% when
the cases registered on the basis of their death certificate only are omitted and 30% when they are
included (figure). This is in line with the findings of Berrino et al,3 who showed that the percentage
reduction in estimated survival resulting from the inclusion of such cases is generally of the same order
as the proportion of such cases in the sample. The rate of cases registered on the basis of their death
certificate only in the Thames Cancer Registry in 1992 was 19%.

Figure1

Estimated survival of patients diagnosed as having cancer in 1992
including and excluding cases registered solely on basis of information
from death certificates

A large rate of cases in whom the initial registration was made from the death certificate but additional
information used to gain further information and the date of diagnosis—which implies that many cases
become known to the registry only when they die—tends to bias survival estimates downwards, as it
leads to less complete registration in young patients and those with cancers associated with good long
term survival. This effect can be seen when comparing completeness estimates in patients with lung
cancer (94% complete two years after diagnosis) and melanoma (64%).2
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It is important to know the rates of types of registrations when comparing survival rates between
different registries.
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