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NEARLY ONE IN THREE CANCERS IN ELDERLY ARE 

DIAGNOSED AS EMERGENCY ADMISSION TO HOSPITAL 

 

Almost a third (31 per cent) of cancers in the over 70s – around 38,300 a year in England – are 

diagnosed through emergency admission to hospital, according to new research* by the National 

Cancer Intelligence Network (NCIN), published today (Friday) in the British Journal of Cancer (BJC). 

 

In all ages, 24 per cent – around 58,400 cases a year – are diagnosed through an emergency 

presentation.  

 

This new study examined the journey of nearly three quarters of a million cancer patients (739, 667) 

between 2006 and 2008 in England and worked backwards to see how they were diagnosed with 

cancer and the sequence of events that took them there. 

 

In those over 70, around 70 per cent of cancers of the central nervous system and over half of 

pancreatic (55 per cent) and liver (52 per cent) cancers were first diagnosed after an emergency 

admission to hospital.  

 

Patients first coming to hospital as an emergency before having cancer diagnosed could have 

presented in a variety of ways including, coming into A&E due to their cancer symptoms, coming into 

A&E with, for example, a broken hip and having cancer detected, or being referred straight to A&E 

by their GP because their cancer symptoms are so severe. 

 

Of all ages the data shows wide variation between cancers, with a high percentage of emergencies for 

cancers of the brain and central nervous (62 per cent); pancreatic cancer (50 per cent) and lung 

cancer (39 per cent).  

 

This was compared to cancers with easier to spot symptoms such as skin and breast cancer which 

had just three and five per cent emergency admissions.   

 

For all cancer types, patients are much less likely to survive the next year if they are diagnosed 

through emergencies.  

 



Sara Hiom, director of information at Cancer Research UK and one of the study authors, said: “Our 

findings showing the sheer numbers of cancer patients first seen as an emergency are startling.  Early 

diagnosis of cancer, when the most effective treatments are more likely to be options, helps improve 

a patient’s chance of surviving their disease.  

 

“We don’t yet know the reasons that lie behind these stark figures but, although we might expect 

higher numbers of older patients to have cancer detected as an emergency, we urgently need to 

understand why there is such a great proportion. It may be that older people are reluctant to bother 

their doctor with possible cancer symptoms, or they could be slipping through the net as symptoms 

may be dismissed as ‘the usual aches and pains’ or ‘old age’, or their GP could have referred them 

but their condition has progressed so rapidly that they end up as an emergency in hospital.   

 

“With so many people past retirement now able to lead healthy, active lives we need to continue to 

work with GPs and older people to raise awareness of early detection and treatment of cancer in the 

over 70s – a generation where traditionally cancer was a taboo word.” 

 

Chris Carrigan, head of the National Cancer Intelligence Network (NCIN), said: “These exciting data 

are the first set of detailed analysis in the world which give us an idea of the journey patients went on 

in being diagnosed with cancer.  Producing new intelligence such as this, and making the data available 

for others to use and understand, is a key priority for the partners in the NCIN.” 

 

ENDS 

 

For media enquiries please contact Sally Staples on 0203 469 8300 or, out-of-hours, the duty press 

officer on 07050 264 059 

Notes to editors: 

 

*Routes to diagnosis for cancer – determining the patient journey using multiple routine data set. L 

Elliss-Brookes, S McPhail, A Ives, M Greenslade, J Shelton, S Hiom  and M Richards British Journal of 

Cancer doi:10.1038/bjc.2012.408 

 

**Lower figures are: 

Melanoma (5%) 

Head and neck - Oral cavity (7%) 

Vulva (10%) 

 



All routes to diagnosis data will be available on the NCIN website www.ncin.org.uk  

 

About the National Cancer Intelligence Network (NCIN) 

 The NCIN was established in June 2008 and its remit is to coordinate the collection, analysis 

and publication of comparative national statistics on diagnosis, treatment and outcomes for 

all types of cancer  

 As part of the National Cancer Research Institute, the NCIN aims to promote efficient and 

effective data collection at each stage of the cancer journey 

 Patient care will be monitored by the NCIN through expert analyses of up-to-date statistics 

 The NCIN will drive improvements in the standards of care and clinical outcomes through 

exploiting data 

 The NCIN will support audit and research programmes by providing cancer information 

 Visit www.ncin.org.uk for more information 

 

British Journal of Cancer 

 

The BJC is owned by Cancer Research UK. Its mission is to encourage communication of the very 

best cancer research from laboratories and clinics in all countries. Broad coverage, its editorial 

independence and consistent high standards have made BJC one of the world's premier general 

cancer journals. www.bjcancer.com 

 

About Cancer Research UK 

 

 Cancer Research UK is the world’s leading cancer charity dedicated to saving lives through 

research 

 The charity’s pioneering work into the prevention, diagnosis and treatment of cancer has 

helped save millions of lives. 

 Cancer Research UK receives no government funding for its life-saving research. Every step 

it makes towards beating cancer relies on every pound donated. 

 Cancer Research UK has been at the heart of the progress that has already seen survival 

rates in the UK double in the last forty years. 

 Cancer Research UK supports research into all aspects of cancer through the work of over 

4,000 scientists, doctors and nurses. 

 Together with its partners and supporters, Cancer Research UK's vision is to bring forward 

the day when all cancers are cured. 

 

For further information about Cancer Research UK's work or to find out how to support the 

charity, please call 0300 123 1861 or visit www.cancerresearchuk.org. Follow us on Twitter and 

Facebook 
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