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Rural Oncology Home Model at Lakewood Health System

Introduction

Rural Minnesota

Policy Perspective

Rural Oncology Home

Lakewood Health System

Rural Cancer Institute
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Background
Rural Cancer Care Delivery, Mentorship, Quality, Leadership, and Policy

20 years as a rural oncologist in Minnesota

Professor of Medicine at Burnett School of Medicine at TCU in Fort Worth

Associate Professor of Medicine at University of North Dakota in Fargo

President, American College of Healthcare Executives - Minnesota Chapter

Lakewood Health System Medical Oncologist in Staples, Minnesota

Health Policy Committee at American Society of Clinical Oncology (ASCO)

Care and Quality Improvement Committee at ASCO

Founder of the Rural Cancer Institute

Executive Masters in Policy Leadership at Georgetown University in D.C.
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Bipartisan Policy Center & American Heart Association
2019

Making it easier to access health care in rural communities is important.

Democrats (92%)
Republicans (93%)

Non-rural (91%)
Rural (95%) 

Baby Boomers (93%)
Generation X (92%)
Millennial (92%)
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Cancer Mortality Rates in the United States
National Center for Health Statistics, 1999-2019 

Curtin SC, Spencer MR. NCHS 
Data Brief No. 417. National 

Center for Health Statistics, 2021.

1999 2019
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Unequal Terrain
Key Reasons Behind Rural Cancer Disparities

Rural populations face logistical barriers contributing to disparities in 
cancer outcomes

• distance to care
• diagnostic delays
• limited access to specialized care

Social determinants further hinder access in rural areas
• cultural beliefs
• language barriers
• health literacy Munhoz R, Sabesan S, Thota R, et al. ASCO Educ Book. 2024;44
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Median Travel Distance for Minnesota Rural Residents
Minnesota Hospital Association, 2013-2019

The Future Blueprint(s) of Health Care 
in Rural Communities. Minnesota 
Hospital Association 2020 Winter 
Trustee Conference

Service Number of 
Patients

Median 
Travel (miles)

% travel over 60 
miles

Oncology 8,037 75.5 58

Ophthalmology 311 74.9 57

Neurology 19,111 72.6 57

Psychiatry 12,701 62.2 52

Gen Surgery 24,077 60.8 51
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Minnesota Hospitals at Risk of Closure
Center for Healthcare Quality and Payment Reform 

Rural Hospitals at Risk of Closing. Center 
for Healthcare Quality and Payment 
Reform. July 2024. 
https://ruralhospitals.chqpr.org.

Rural inpatient hospitals​ in Minnesota

 Convert to Rural Emergency Hospital​
 Hospitals loss providing medical services​
 Hospitals at risk of closing​
 Hospitals are at risk of immediate closure

97 

1 

43 

19 
7 
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Oncology Services 
Financial Contribution to Health Systems

Snowbeck C. Allina Launches 
New Cancer Institute to 
Streamline Patient Care. Star 
Tribune. October 28, 2021.

Cancer services can account 
for 25 to 40% of a health 
system's profit margin.
-Ryan Langdale, Chartis Group
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Lakewood Health System
Staples, Minnesota
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Lakewood Health System
Social Determinants of Health: Poverty

An Ecosystem of Minority Health and Health Disparities Resources. National 
Institute on Minority Health and Health Disparities https://hdpulse.nimhd.nih.gov
Hunger Solutions. The Good Food Access Program. Hunger Solutions. 
https://www.hungersolutions.org/goodfood/

Minnesota families below federal 
poverty level, 2023
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Lakewood Health System
Social Determinants of Health: Food Insecurity

Food security dashboard. 
Food Security Dashboard | 
Healthy Foods, Healthy 
Lives Institute. Accessed 
April 12, 2025. 
https://hfhl.umn.edu/food
dashboard. 

Cancer Summit 2026
The Power of Collaboration

Rural Oncology Home Model 



Lakewood Health System
Social Determinants of Health: Broadband Access

2023 Broadband Availability in the 
State of Minnesota Percentage of 
Residential Locations Served by 
Wireline Broadband Service by County. 
Accessed April 12, 2025. 
https://mn.gov/deed/assets/county-
wireline-only_tcm1045-255859.pdf. 

2023 Broadband Availability in Minnesota 

Percentage of Residential Locations Served by Wireline 
Broadband Service by County at Least

o 100 Mbps Download Speed
o 20 Mbps Upload Speed

Statewide Availability: 88.03%, Rural: 68.87%
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Lakewood Health System
Patient Preferences

Survey of 100 
consecutive oncology 
patients at Lakewood 
Health System, 2024

Under 65 years

Yes No

65 Years and Older

Yes No

Yes:
55.2%

No:
44.8%

Are you interested in using telehealth services at Lakewood?

Yes:
28.3%

No:
71.7%

Cancer Summit 2026
The Power of Collaboration

Rural Oncology Home Model 



Lakewood Health System
Barriers to Digital Access

Are there barriers to using telehealth services?

Barrier Under 65 Years 65 Years and Older
Lack of Device 2.5% 6.7%
Poor Internet Connectivity 7.5% 5.0%
Lack of Skills/Knowledge 15.0% 30.0%
Privacy Concerns 2.5% 3.3%
Prefer In-Person Care 65.0% 68.3%
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Telehealth at Lakewood Oncology
Utilizing Telehealth in Cancer Care Delivery

At Lakewood Health System, we actively use telehealth to enhance access 
to cancer care

Application varies based on patient needs and circumstances. 
o Symptom management (palliative care team)

o Test results: labs, biopsy results, CT, PET/CT scans

o Family discussions (especially when relatives are at a distance)

o Critical conversations (goals of care & transitions to hospice)
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Telehealth at Lakewood Oncology
Utilizing Telehealth in Cancer Care Delivery

• Importance of telephone calls

• Evolution of telehealth needs

• Facilitating follow-up visits at tertiary centers like Mayo Clinic 

• Ensuring continuity without requiring burdensome travel
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Cross-State Travel for Cancer Care 
Implications for Telehealth Reciprocity

Compared with urban-residing patients, isolated rural-residing patients were more 
likely to cross state lines

2.5 times more likely for surgical procedures (18.5% vs 7.5%)
3 times more likely for radiation therapy services (16.9% vs 5.7%)
4 times more likely for chemotherapy services (16.3% vs 4.2%)

Moen EL, Wang Q, Liu L, Wang F, Tosteson ANA, Smith RE, Cowan L, Onega T. Cross-State Travel for Cancer Care and 
Implications for Telehealth Reciprocity. JAMA Netw Open. 2025 Feb 3;8(2):e2461021. doi: 
10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2024.61021. PMID: 39982726; PMCID: PMC11846006.
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Cross-State Travel for Cancer Care 
Implications for Telehealth Reciprocity

These results highlight the need for cross-state telehealth 
policies that recognize the prevalence of care delivery 
from geographically distant specialized oncology services.​
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Identifying Rural Cancer Care Solutions

1) Rural patient and 
family life disruption

2) Oncology care 
revenue bypassing 
rural

3) Rural hospitals are 
closing
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Rural Cancer Care Delivery Models
From ASCO 2024 Educational Book

Outreach Model
• Oncologists traveling to rural 

communities from tertiary/quaternary 
centers

Hub-and-Spoke Model
• Centralizes specialized cancer 

services at urban hubs

Networked Cancer Care Systems
• Connects rural and regional sites with 

larger centers
Munhoz R, Sabesan S, Thota R, et al. 
ASCO Educ Book. 2024;44
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Community-Based Model 

• Contracted Independent Oncologists

• Community Hospital-Based Program



The Rural Oncology Home
Lakewood Health System
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The Rural Oncology Home
Lakewood Health System

Swenson WT, et al. The Case for 
Decentralizing Cancer Care: The 
Rural Oncology Home. NEJM 
Catalyst. 2024;5(5).

Community-Based

Community Support

Patient Navigation

Case Management

Palliative Care

Financial Navigation

Quality Standards

Financial Tools
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The Rural Oncology Home
Lakewood Health System
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The Rural Oncology Home
Lakewood Health System

Outcomes
• Patient satisfaction

• Decreased travel 

• Increased access

• Provider satisfaction

• Palliative care utilization
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Lessons Learned
Three years into the Rural Oncology Model

Clinical trials roadblocks

Slower growth than expected

Nurse practitioner role changes

Staff turnover

Infusion center versus oncology infusion

Electronic health record issues

Epic Beacon build

Ochin pilot site
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Lessons Learned
Three years into the Rural Oncology Model

Provider recruiting successes

Palliative care program growth

Engaging the system providers and staff 

Cancer Conference

Engaging the community: foundation growth

Patients interested in non-conventional therapy

Integrative care
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NCCTG
North Central Cancer Treatment Group
Rochester, 1977-2011

Grothey A, Adjei AA, Alberts SR, Perez EA, Jaeckle KA, Loprinzi CL, Sargent DJ, Sloan 
JA, Buckner JC; North Central Cancer Treatment Group. North Central Cancer 
Treatment Group--achievements and perspectives. Semin Oncol. 2008 Oct;35(5):530-
44. doi: 10.1053/j.seminoncol.2008.07.006. PMID: 18929151; PMCID: PMC6158781.

Sponsored by NCI

340 treating locations 
spanning 33 states

The N9831 trial, which showed 
significant improvement in disease-
free survival with trastuzumab 
added to chemotherapy
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NCI CORP
Community Oncology Research Program
2014 - present

• Metro Minnesota Community 
Oncology Research Consortium 
(MMCORC)
• Allina Health Cancer Institute 
• CentraCare sites 
• Minnesota Oncology clinics

• Essentia Health NCORP
• Sanford NCORP of the North 

Central Plains 

NCI CCOP
Community Clinical Oncology Program
1983 - 2014
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Delivering Clinical Trials in Rural Minnesota
The Experience of One Oncology Practice

"Cancer Control" studies:
o Manage or prevent cancer-related symptoms (e.g., pain, fatigue, nausea, 

neuropathy, or sleep disturbances)
o Improve quality of life during and after treatment
o Support rehabilitation, palliative care, or post-treatment surveillance

200 consecutive patients screened

No dry ice
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What Matters Most to Rural Cancer Patients in a Clinical Trial?
What Are Rural Cancer Patients Looking For

Swenson W, Schroeder Z, Swenson A, Westergard E. Human-centered design: a possible 
solution to rural clinical trial enrollment. Oncol Issues. 2023;38(5):61-63.
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The Rural Oncology Home
Lakewood Health System
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The Rural Oncology Home
Lakewood Health System
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Decentralizing Cancer Care
McKenzie County Healthcare Systems, Watford City, North Dakota
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Decentralizing Cancer Care
Cuyuna Regional Medical Center, Crosby, Minnesota

Atlantis Russ, MDBasem Goueli, MD
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General vs. Specialist Oncologists
Roles and Impact on Cancer Care

Gesme DH, Wiseman M. Subspecialization in community oncology: option or 
necessity?. J Oncol Pract. 2011;7(3):199-201. doi:10.1200/JOP.2011.000292

Nelson B, Faquin W. Generalists and specialists: Two sides of the same coin for 
cancer care? Cancer Cytopathol. 2023;131(2):73-74. doi:10.1002/cncy.22683

Subspecialization in Community Oncology: Option or Necessity?

"Whether they embrace subspecialization or lament it, individuals see subspecialization as a 
growing trend, driven by the increasing complexity of cancer care, the changing delivery 
systems, and patient demand."

Generalists and specialists: 
Two sides of the same coin for cancer care?

"We need both generalists and specialists; they have complementary expertise. We just need to 
get the balance right."
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Increasing Supply of Rural Oncologists
WWAMI at University of Washington

Cardiologists, 
Neurologists, 
Pulmonologists all 
decreased. 
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Rural Cancer Institute
Origin Story
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Origin Story
A Presentation and a Follow-Up Zoom Meeting

May 2022
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Rural Cancer Institute
A Presentation and a Follow-Up Zoom Meeting
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Zack's Story
Stage III Melanoma Diagnosis in Rural Kansas

Cancer Summit 2026
The Power of Collaboration

Rural Oncology Home Model 



Lakewood Health System
Staples, Minnesota
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Rural Cancer Institute
Zoom, Zoom, Zoom
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Rural Cancer Institute
Mission

“Supporting rural cancer patients 
and the rural communities that 

serve them.”
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Rural Cancer Institute
Publishing
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Rural Cancer Institute
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Rural Cancer Awareness Day
June 4th
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Rural Cancer Institute
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Rural Cancer Institute
Presenting at National Meetings
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Minnesota Senate District 5
Senator Paul Utke
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Minnesota Senate District 5
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Writing Op-Ed Letters
Engaging Rural Physicians in Health Policy and Advocacy for Community Impact
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Student Research and Advocacy Fellowship
Rural Cancer Institute

A one-year program designed for individuals committed to advancing research in rural oncology. 

This fellowship provides an opportunity to conduct impactful research aimed at addressing cancer 
disparities in rural communities.
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Testify in Hearings
Minnesota Senate Jobs and Economic Development Committee
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Clinical Oncology Rural Experience (CORE)
Rural Cancer Institute

[Staples, Minnesota] — The Rural Cancer 
Institute welcomes the passage of 
Minnesota’s budget package, signed this 
week by Governor Tim Walz, which 
allocates $250,000 in FY 2026 and FY 
2027 to support the Institute’s rural 
oncology workforce initiative. 

This funding will enhance efforts to expose 
1) Medical Students
2) Medical Residents
3) Medical Oncology Fellows
4) Physician Assistant Students
5) Nurse Practitioner Students 

to oncology practice in rural settings. The goal 
is to inspire and prepare a future generation of 
healthcare professionals to serve rural 
communities, where access to specialized 
cancer care continues to be a challenge.
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I-CAN
Iowa Hospitals  and C0C

Mary Charlton, associate 
professor of epidemiology in 
the University of Iowa 
College of Public Health

Research  focuses on a 
collaborative network 
intervention to improve 
cancer care quality in rural 
hospitals caring for rural, 
underserved patients.
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Rural Oncology Conference
June 6-7, 2025, Lawrence, Kansas

Cancer Summit 2026
The Power of Collaboration

Rural Oncology Home Model 



Rural Oncology Conference
June 6-7, 2025, Lawrence, Kansas

Cancer Summit 2026
The Power of Collaboration

Rural Oncology Home Model 



Rural Oncology Conference
June 6-7, 2025, Lawrence, Kansas

Cancer Summit 2026
The Power of Collaboration

Rural Oncology Home Model 



Rural Oncology Conference 
April 18, 2025, Minneapolis

Call for Abstracts
Registration

RuralOncologyConference.org
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Questions?
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