Cancer death rates in the UK plunge by over 20% despite rising diagnoses
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A new analysis reveals a profound shift in cancer mortality in the UK, with death rates falling by over 20% since the early 1970s, according to a report by Cancer Research UK. Despite the encouraging decline in fatalities—from 328 to approximately 252 deaths per 100,000 people between 1973 and 2023—diagnoses have soared by nearly 47%, highlighting a complex landscape in cancer care and outcomes.
The decline in cancer death rates is attributed to several factors, including advancements in medical technology, improved treatment options, and successful campaigns aimed at reducing smoking rates. Michelle Mitchell, chief executive of Cancer Research UK, acknowledged the progress made but expressed the need for continued improvements, particularly concerning the alarming rise in cancer diagnoses. The report emphasised that "survival for all cancers combined in England and Wales has doubled since the early 1970s," though it noted that enhancements in survival rates have decelerated since 2010, lagging behind progress seen in previous decades.
Researchers identified smoking as the foremost preventable cause of cancer, alongside rising concerns about obesity, which is associated with 13 types of the disease. Moreover, other lifestyle factors including sun exposure without protection, alcohol consumption, inactivity, and diets rich in processed meat are acknowledged as significant contributors to cancer risk.
Significantly, the report highlighted that about half of new cancer diagnoses occur in individuals aged 70 and over. However, younger demographics—particularly those aged 20 to 49—are experiencing a steep rise in cancer rates, with an increase of 23% noted since the early 1990s. This contradictory trend underscores the evolving nature of cancer and the imperative for updated public health strategies.
Surprisingly, the report indicates that just over half of cancers are diagnosed at an early stage, a proportion that has remained stagnant for nearly a decade. In light of this, Mitchell stated, “It’s fantastic to see that thanks to research, cancer death rates have drastically reduced… However, there’s more that can be done.” The urgency for systemic changes is underscored by statistics indicating that approximately 460 individuals die from cancer each day in the UK, with many cases diagnosed in advanced stages.
The growing call for action includes the demand from Cancer Research UK for the government to implement a National Cancer Plan for England that focuses on enhancing cancer services and improving survival rates. Among the proposed initiatives is a national lung cancer screening programme coupled with expedited access to diagnostic tests and improved primary care access to enable quicker diagnoses.
Additionally, a recent report from the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Less Survivable Cancers addresses the need to speed up diagnoses for less survivable cancers such as those affecting the brain, pancreas, and liver, which account for approximately 42% of all cancer deaths in the UK. Paulette Hamilton, chairwoman of the group, highlighted the significance of this moment for patient outcomes, citing imminent breakthroughs in research and potential government health reforms as catalysts for change.
Professor Peter Johnson, NHS national clinical director for cancer, noted that the NHS is managing increasing patient numbers, with record levels of early-stage diagnoses and improved survival rates. He pointed to innovative initiatives such as AI-driven detection systems and community-based lung cancer screening programmes as steps towards enhancing access to care.
As the UK grapples with these shifting statistics, the need for concerted efforts from both health authorities and the community remains critically important in the ongoing battle against cancer.
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