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Prostate examinations are overlooked

ERIC A. KLEIN, MD AND ROBERT W. GERLACH, MPA

IGITAL rectal examination can detect

asymptomatic abnormalities in the pros-

tate, but many physicians do not include

this procedure in routine examination of
the age group in which prostate cancer most frequently
develops.

Of 433 men over age 40 who participated in free
screening programs at The Cleveland Clinic Founda-
tion in 1989 and 1990, 8% said they had never had the
examination. Of 153 men who reported having a
physical examination during the previous 12 months,
44% said digital rectal examination of the prostate was
not included. Most of the men screened (67%)
reported they had not had a digital rectal examination
in the previous 12 months.

Digital rectal examination revealed abnormalities
in 16% of the men who were screened. Of those with
abnormal findings, 21% were asymptomatic and
reported they had experienced no prostate-related
problems during the previous 6 months.

The 1990 program included measurement of pros-
tate-specific antigen (PSA) levels in blood drawn just
before digital rectal examination. The digital rectal
examination revealed abnormalities in 16% of 214
men screened in 1990. An additional 13% who had
normal digital rectal examinations had abnormal PSA
levels (greater than 5.0 ng/mL).

Men with abnormal physical findings, abnormal
PSA levels, or both, were instructed to contact their
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physicians for further evaluation; these men accounted
for 29% of the total group. Men with normal physical
findings and PSA levels ranging from 2.5 ng/mL to 5.0
ng/mlL (15%) were instructed to discuss the need for
additional PSA determinations with their physicians.
Men whose physical findings were normal and PSA
levels were less than or equal to 2.5 ng/mL (56%) were
advised to continue a program of annual examinations.
Results of follow-up are unavailable. i

The volume of requests for screening indicates that
men are amenable to having the examination per-
formed. A total of 965 men over age 40 requested
examination in response to the program. The screening
took place the past 2 years, in connection with Nation-
al Prostate Cancer Awareness Week. Those who could
not be scheduled were sent printed information advis-
ing annual prostate examination, as recommended by
the American Cancer Society.

Our results suggest that the digital rectal examina-
tion can detect silent abnormalities and therefore
should be performed annually in men over age 40.

Prostate cancer is the most common cancer in
American men, and the second leading cause of cancer
deaths among men. With early detection, this cancer is
potentially curable, and even later-stage disease can be
treated with life-extending therapies if intervention is
timely.
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