
CANCER IN CANADA
Nearly half of all Canadians will develop cancer during their lifetime, and about one quarter of Canadians are 
expected to die from the disease.1 Cancer is the leading cause of death in Canada - responsible for 30% of all 
deaths - followed by cardiovascular disease (heart disease and stroke), chronic respiratory diseases, and accidents.2

Although the overall risk of dying from cancer is declining in Canada, the number of new cancer diagnoses and 
cancer deaths continues to rise.1 The steady increase in the number of cancer cases and deaths is primarily due to 
the aging and growth of the population, a phenomenon that is expected to continue over the coming decades.3

The Public Health Agency of Canada (PHAC), in collaboration with other governmental and non-governmental 
organizations, conducts national surveillance of cancer to support the planning and evaluation of cancer-related 
policies, programs, and services. For this fact sheet, data from the Canadian Cancer Registry, the Canadian Vital 
Statistics – Death Database, and the Canadian Community Health Survey were used to provide current statistics 
on the burden of cancer in Canada.

WHAT IS CANCER?
Cancer is characterized by uncontrolled growth and spread of abnormal cells anywhere in the body.4 While there 
are more than 100 different types of cancer, the top four types (i.e. lung, colorectal, breast, and prostate) make up 
50% of all cancer cases diagnosed in Canada.1

HOW MANY CANADIANS LIVE WITH CANCER (PREVALENCE)?
In 2015, 7.1% (2.1 million) Canadians aged 12 years and older reported being diagnosed with cancer at some point 
during their lifetime. The age-adjusted prevalence of cancer increased slightly during the most recent 10 years, 
from 5.9% to 6.8% (Figure 1), mostly due to improved survival among those diagnosed with the disease. The 
prevalence of cancer increases dramatically with age (Figure 2). By 70 years of age, more than 20% of Canadians 
(1 in 5) report having been diagnosed with cancer during their lifetime.
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FIGURE 1: Age-standardized lifetime prevalence of cancer among individuals aged 12 years and older, Canada, 
2005–2015
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DATA SOURCE: Canadian Community Health Survey 2015 – Statistics Canada.

NOTE: Prevalence estimates are age-standardized to the 2011 Canadian population.

FIGURE 2: Age-specific lifetime prevalence of cancer among individuals aged 12 years and older, Canada, 2015
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DATA SOURCE: Canadian Community Health Survey, 2015 – Statistics Canada

NOTE: Asterisks (*) denote estimates supressed due to large sampling variability (i.e. coefficient of variation (CV) > 35%).
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HOW MANY CANADIANS ARE NEWLY DIAGNOSED WITH CANCER 
EACH YEAR (INCIDENCE)?
In 2014, approximately 137,000† Canadians (excluding Quebec) were diagnosed with cancer. Between 1992 and 
2014, the number of new cancers diagnosed increased 59%, from 86,000 to 137,000 (Figure 3). However, during the 
same period of time, the age-standardized incidence rate (ASIR), a measure of cancer risk that removes the effect 
of age and population size, decreased from 520 per 100,000 to 488 per 100,000 for both sexes combined (Figure 
3). In particular, since 2007, the combined ASIR declined by 0.7% per year. Thus, although the number of new 
cancers diagnosed each year in Canada continues to increase because of the growing and aging population, the 
risk of developing the disease is declining.

FIGURE 3: Number of new cancer diagnoses and age-standardized incidence rate (ASIR) of cancer, by sex, Canada 
(excluding Quebec), 1992–2014
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DATA SOURCE: The Canadian Cancer Registry database at Statistics Canada.

NOTE: Data from Quebec were not available. Rates are age-standardized to the 2011 Canadian population.

†	 Quebec has not submitted data to the Canadian Cancer registry since 2010; therefore, all estimates (1992 – 2014) exclude cases diagnosed in the 
province of Quebec.
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HOW MANY CANADIANS DIE FROM CANCER EACH 
YEAR (MORTALITY)?
In 2013, over 55,000‡ Canadians (excluding Quebec) died from cancer. Between 1992 and 2013, the total number 
of deaths due to cancer increased 38%, from 40,000 to approximately 55,000 (Figure 4). Meanwhile, the age-
standardized mortality rate (ASMR) decreased from 247 per 100,000 to 200 per 100,000 or by an average of 1.1% 
per year for both sexes combined (Figure 4). In particular, since 2003, the combined ASMR declined by 1.5% per 
year. The steady decline in the ASMR over time shows that the risk of dying from cancer in Canada is decreasing, 
mostly due to improvements in detection and treatment.

FIGURE 4: Number of cancer deaths and age-standardized mortality rate (ASMR) of cancer, by sex, Canada 
(excluding Quebec), 1992–2013.
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DATA SOURCE: Canadian Vital Statistics – Death Database at Statistics Canada.

NOTE: Data from Quebec are excluded for consistency with incidence. Rates are age-standardized to the 2011 Canadian population.

‡	  Data from Quebec were not included for consistency with incidence; therefore all estimates (1992–2013) exclude cancer deaths in Quebec.
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CANCER AMONG MALES AND FEMALES
Historically, males have been more likely than females to be diagnosed with cancer. The incidence gap between the 
sexes has, however, begun to narrow as rates among males have been declining while rates among females have 
been slowly increasing (Figure 3).

Between 1992 and 2014, the incidence rate of cancer in females increased 0.3% per year, from 445 to 459 per 
100,000 (Figure 3). The incidence rate of cancer in males was relatively stable between 1992 and 2007, around 
600 per 100,000, but then began to decline by 1.8% per year to 530 per 100,000 in 2014 (Figure 3). The decline 
in cancer incidence in males in the past 10 years is primarily due to declines in the incidence of prostate and 
lung cancers.

Similar to cancer incidence, the cancer mortality rate is higher in males than females, but the gap is diminishing 
(Figure 4). Since 1992, the cancer mortality rate has been declining faster in males than females (1.3% vs 0.8% per 
year, on average, respectively).

CANCER AND AGING
Cancer disproportionately affects older Canadians; approximately 88% of new cancer diagnoses (Figure 5) and 95% 
of cancer deaths (Figure 6) occur among Canadians over 50 years of age.

The likelihood of being diagnosed with cancer increases with each decade of life, from 29 cases per 100,000 in 
Canadians less than 30 years of age to more than 2,200 cases per 100,000 among Canadians aged 80 to 89 years 
(Figure 5). After 90 years of age, the rate of cancer starts to decline.

The likelihood of dying from cancer grows continuously with age (Figure 6). In 2013, the cancer mortality rate 
among Canadians under 30 years of age was approximately 4 per 100,000 and it was over 2,200 per 100,000 in 
those 90 years of age and older.
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FIGURE 5: Number of new cancer diagnoses and cancer incidence rates, by age group, Canada (excluding 
Quebec), 2014
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DATA SOURCE: The Canadian Cancer Registry database at Statistics Canada.

NOTE: Data from Quebec were not available.

FIGURE 6: Number of cancer deaths and cancer mortality rates, by age group, Canada (excluding Quebec), 2013
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NOTE: Data from Quebec are excluded for consistency with incidence.
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CAN CANCER BE PREVENTED?
Cancer is a complex disease with many risk and protective factors influencing its development. Although some 
factors are not avoidable, such as aging or family history, several can be modified.

CANCER RISK CAN BE REDUCED BY:
•	 being a non-smoker

•	 maintaining a healthy body weight

•	 eating a well-balanced diet (e.g., a diet low in 
red and processed meats, and high in fruits and 
vegetables)

•	 staying active/exercising

•	 reducing alcohol consumption

•	 getting vaccinated against HPV and Hepatitis B

•	 avoiding tanning beds and using SUN SENSE

•	 enhancing air quality (e.g., by ensuring adequate 
ventilation in homes, removing indoor air pollutants, 
such as radon, and by heating homes with 
electricity, natural gas, or a heating oil system)

•	 learning ways to effectively cope with stress.

This is not an exhaustive list. For more information please visit the Canadian Cancer Society’s Prevention and 
Screening page (www.cancer.ca).

WANT TO LEARN MORE?
VISIT	 Canada.ca and SEARCH cancer

GET DATA 	 Public Health Infobase

FOLLOW US 	 on Twitter @GovCanHealth

LIKE US 	 on the Healthy Canadians Facebook page

MORE 	 Canadian Cancer Society 
	 Canadian Partnership Against Cancer
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