NCI Press Release

Annual Report to the Nation: Cancer death rates continue
to decline
Posted: March 12, 2020
Contact: NCI Press Office
240-760-6600
The Annual Report to the Nation on the Status of Cancer finds
that cancer death rates continued to decline from 2001 to
2017 in the United States for all cancer sites combined.
The report is published in the journal Cancer.
These decreases were seen in all major racial and ethnic
groups and among men, women, adolescents, young adults,
and children. Rates of new cancers (cancer incidence) for all
cancers combined leveled off among men and increased
slightly for women during 2012 to 2016.
In a companion paper to the report, researchers looked at
progress toward Healthy People 2020 objectives for four
common cancers: lung, prostate, female breast, and
colorectal.
The annual report is a collaborative effort among the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC); the National
Cancer Institute (NCI, part of the National Institutes of
Health); the American Cancer Society (ACS); and the North
American Association of Central Cancer Registries (NAACCR).
This year’s report showed that overall cancer death rates decreased 1.5% on average per year from 2001 to
2017, decreasing more rapidly among men (by 1.8% per year) than among women (1.4% per year). The report
found that overall cancer death rates decreased in every racial and ethnic group during 2013–2017.
“The United States continues to make significant progress in cancer prevention, early detection, and treatment,”
said CDC Director Robert R. Redfield, M.D. “While we are encouraged that overall cancer death rates have
decreased, there is still much more we can do to prevent new cancers and support communities, families, and
cancer survivors in this ongoing battle.”

National Status of Cancer Report Findings

The data analyzed in the report combines cancer incidence data collected by CDC’s National Program of Cancer
Registries (NPCR) and NCI’s Surveillance, Epidemiology, and End Results (SEER) Program, as well as mortality
data from CDC’s National Center for Health Statistics.
The report found that from 2013 to 2017:

• Among men, death rates decreased for 11 of the 19 most common cancers, were stable for four cancers
(including prostate), and increased for four cancers (oral cavity and pharynx, soft tissue including heart,
brain and other nervous system, and pancreas).

• Among women, death rates decreased for 14 of the 20 most common cancers, including the three most
common cancers (lung and bronchus, breast, and colorectal), but increased for cancers of the uterus, liver,
brain and other nervous system, soft tissue including heart, and pancreas. Rates were stable for oral cavity
and pharynx cancer.

• Overall cancer death rates among children ages 0 to 14 years decreased an average of 1.4% per year.
Among adolescents and young adults ages 15 to 39 years, overall cancer death rates decreased an average
of 1.0% per year.

• Melanoma death rates decreased 6.1% per year among men and 6.3% per year among women.
• Lung cancer death rates decreased 4.8% per year among men and 3.7% per year among women. However,
lung cancer continues to be the leading cause of cancer death, accounting for about one-fourth of all cancer
deaths.
“The drops in mortality we’re seeing are real, sustained, and a strong indication of what we can do when we
work to prevent and treat cancer,” said William G. Cance, M.D., ACS Chief Medical and Scientific Officer. “But we
can and must do more, particularly to ensure everyone in the United States has access to the resources that are
all too often benefitting only the most fortunate.”
For cancer incidence, notable findings include that from 2012 to 2016, incidence rates for all cancers combined
were stable in men and increased slightly in women. In addition, rates of new cancers were stable among white
men and decreased among black, Asian/Pacific Islander (API), American Indian/Alaska Native (AI/AN), and
Hispanic men.
“Thanks to advances brought about by basic research, we are making remarkable progress against cancer,” said
NCI Director Norman E. “Ned” Sharpless, M.D. “This report provides further evidence that cancer death rates
continue to decline. But we must not be complacent. The cancer incidence data—especially the increase in
cancer among women—is a clear reminder that there is more work ahead.”
For the first time, the report provided rates and trends for the most common cancers among children (younger
than 15 years) and among adolescents and young adults ages 15–39 years. Among children, overall cancer
incidence rates increased an average of 0.8% per year during 2012 to 2016. The most common cancer types
among children were leukemia, brain and other nervous system cancers, and lymphoma, with increasing
incidence trends for each of these cancers during 2012 to 2016.
Among adolescents and young adults, overall cancer incidence rates increased an average of 0.9% per year from
2012 to 2016. The most common cancer among adolescents and young adults was female breast cancer; rates
were highest among young black women.

“We look forward to improving surveillance of childhood cancers in the future by establishing specific databases
for children to study these rare cancers. There are many unanswered questions in the realm of pediatric cancer
and improving our tools to study them is essential to their ultimate prevention,” said NAACCR Director Betsy
Kohler.

Progress Toward Cancer-Reduction Targets
In a companion paper to the report, researchers measured progress toward the federal government’s 10-year
national objectives for improving Americans’ health, an effort known as “Healthy People 2020.” Specifically,
researchers examined progress in four common cancers: lung, prostate, female breast, and colorectal.
Healthy People 2020 targets for reducing death rates were met for all cancers combined as well as for lung,
prostate, female breast, and colorectal cancers overall—although not in all individual sociodemographic groups.
Despite some progress over the past decade, the report shows the need to address disparities in cancer
screening and in certain risk behaviors.
Healthy People 2020 targets were not met for adults to decrease cigarette smoking; to increase smoking
cessation success; to reduce excessive alcohol use; or to reduce obesity prevalence—all behaviors linked to
cancer risk.
Other findings on Healthy People 2020 targets include:

• From 2008 to 2015, breast cancer screening rates increased slightly among Hispanic women but dropped
among other groups, particularly Asian women, women in rural areas, and women with public or no health
insurance.

• The target for breast cancer screening of 81.1% was not met in any group except those with advanced
educational degrees. Breast cancer screening rates were lowest among uninsured women.

• There was some improvement in colorectal cancer screening rates, which increased about 20% overall
between 2008 and 2017 but did not reach the target of 70.5%, except among those with advanced
educational degrees.

• Colorectal cancer screening increased by 35% or more in some groups, including AI/AN and Hispanic men
and women, and men and women without health insurance.
For more about the report, see: https://seer.cancer.gov/report_to_nation/.
About the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC): CDC works 24/7 protecting America’s health,
safety, and security. Whether diseases start at home or abroad, are curable or preventable, chronic or acute, or
from human activity or deliberate attack, CDC responds to America’s most pressing health threats. CDC is
headquartered in Atlanta and has experts located throughout the United States and the world.
About the North American Association of Central Cancer Registries (NAACCR): The North American
Association of Central Cancer Registries, Inc., is a professional organization that develops and promotes uniform
data standards for cancer registration; provides education and training; certifies population-based registries;
aggregates and publishes data from central cancer registries; and promotes the use of cancer surveillance data
and systems for cancer control and epidemiologic research, public health programs, and patient care to reduce
the burden of cancer in North America. For more, see naaccr.org.

About the National Cancer Institute (NCI): NCI leads the National Cancer Program and NIH’s efforts to
dramatically reduce the prevalence of cancer and improve the lives of cancer patients and their families, through
research into prevention and cancer biology, the development of new interventions, and the training and
mentoring of new researchers. For more information about cancer, please visit the NCI website at cancer.gov or
call NCI’s contact center, the Cancer Information Service, at 1-800-4-CANCER (1-800-422-6237).
About the National Institutes of Health (NIH): NIH, the nation's medical research agency, includes 27
Institutes and Centers and is a component of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. NIH is the
primary federal agency conducting and supporting basic, clinical, and translational medical research, and is
investigating the causes, treatments, and cures for both common and rare diseases. For more information about
NIH and its programs, visit nih.gov.
About the American Cancer Society (ACS): ACS is a global grassroots force of 1.5 million volunteers dedicated
to saving lives, celebrating lives, and leading the fight for a world without cancer. From breakthrough research,
to free lodging near treatment, a 24/7/365 live helpline, free rides to treatment, and convening powerful activists
to create awareness and impact, the Society is attacking cancer from every angle. For more information, go to
www.cancer.org.
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