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30. HEALTH STATUS: INCIDENCE OF CANCER

30. Health status: Incidence of cancer

Cancer is the second highest cause 
of death

Cancer is the second major cause of death

in most OECD countries, after cardiovascular

diseases. Incidence rates of cancer can therefore

be used as a partial measure of regional disparities

in terms of healthcare needs.

The steady rise in the elderly population has

brought an increase in the number of new cases of

cancer. It will rise even more steeply if exposure to

behavioural risk factors – such as smoking, alcohol

and an unhealthy diet – persists. 

Statistics should be interpreted with 
caution

The international comparability of data on the

incidence of cancer can be affected by differences

in medical training and practices. It should also be

borne in mind that better screening, and more

importantly early diagnosis, may push up the

reported incidence of cancer but are efficient

means of limiting deaths from the disease.

The lowest cancer incidence rates are found

in Asia, southern Europe and Mexico. The United

States and New Zealand report the highest

numbers of new cases (Figure 30.1).

Incidence rates are highest in Australia
Among the six countries for which regional

data are available, Australia shows the largest

regional disparities for both men and women.

In each country, the rate of incidence and its

regional variations differ according to gender

(Figure 30.2). In the Slovak Republic, for instance,

regional disparities in the incidence of cancer are

larger for women than for men. In addition, the

incidence rate for men is below the average of the

six countries for which regional data are available

but above the average for women.

In France and Canada, instead, regional

disparities are smaller for women. In these

countries, the regional rates of incidence are more

frequently below the average of the six countries

for women than for men.

In Iceland, the incidence of cancer among

women is high on average, but far higher in the

capital regional than in the rest of the country.

Definition

Annual number of new cases of cancer per 100 000 population. All of the cancers included are classed as
Code C00-C97 in the ICD-10 classification of diseases and Code 140-208 in the ICD-9 classification.
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30.1. Incidence of cancer at the national level, 2002

30.2. Regional disparities in the incidence of cancer

Regional variation (TL2), percentage of OECD average (6), 2003.

12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/863260604803
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30.3. Incidence of cancer among women: Asia and Oceania
Number of new cases of cancer per 100 000 population, 2003

12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/172153836678
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30.4. Incidence of cancer among women: Europe
Number of new cases of cancer per 100 000 population, 2003

12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/172153836678
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30.5. Incidence of cancer among women: North America
Number of new cases of cancer per 100 000 population, 2003

12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/172153836678
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When controlling for age, the incidence of cancer tends to be lower in rural regions 

Population ageing, individual risk-taking behaviour and environmental risk factors have often been cited as
determinants of the increase in cancer. Individual risk factors are tobacco consumption, alcohol
consumption and an unhealthy diet. Environmental risk factors include air and water pollution as well as
exposure to chemicals and radiation. The link between these risk factors and the incidence of cancer has
been established in a number of studies based on individual data.

Although regional data on risk factors are not available, it is commonly believed that rural regions provide
a healthier environment so that the incidence of cancer tends to be lower among the rural population. To test
this idea, the incidence of cancer in regions is regressed on three explanatory variables: the percentage of the
regional population living in rural areas; the proportion of the regional population aged 65 years and above (to
control for the effect of ageing); and country-specific dummy variables (to control for differences in risk
factors among countries). Figure 30.6 compares the observed and the estimated incidence of cancer among
men across the regions of the six countries for which regional data are available (Australia, Canada, Iceland,
Slovak Republic, United States and France). Figure 30.7 compares the observed and the estimated incidence
of cancer among women.

Overall, the three explanatory variables explain a significant proportion of the regional difference in the
incidence of cancer: 56% of the variance for women and 41% for men (based on the adjusted R2). The country-
specific dummy variables are significant at the 5% level for both men and women. 

The regression coefficient on the proportion of people aged 65 years and above is positive and significant at
the 5% level for both sexes. As expected, regions with an ageing population tend to have a higher incidence
of cancer.

The regression coefficient on the proportion of population living in rural regions is negative and significant
at the 5% level for men and 10% level for women. Therefore, the incidence of cancer appears to be lower
among population in rural regions.

Lack of data prevent testing the effects of risk-taking behaviour on the incidence of cancer in regions.
However, to the extent that risk-taking behaviour is not systematically higher in rural regions, this should
not change the above results.

30.6. Estimates of the incidence of cancer 
among men, 2003 (TL2)

30.7. Estimates of the incidence of cancer 
among women, 2003 (TL2)

12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/863260604803
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Symbols and Abbreviations

OECD (25) average Unweighted average of 25 OECD countries.

OECD (25) total Sum over all regions of 25 OECD countries.

OECD (25) Range of variation over all regions of 25 OECD countries.

TL2 Territorial Level 2.

TL3 Territorial Level 3

NOG Non Official Grid

* Differences in the definition of data or regions. Please check the 

“Sources and Methodology” section.

PU Predominantly Urban

IN Intermediate

PR Predominantly Rural

PPP Purchasing Power Parity

USD United States Dollar
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1. GEOGRAPHIC CONCENTRATION OF POPULATION

2. GEOGRAPHIC CONCENTRATION OF THE ELDERLY POPULATION

3. GEOGRAPHIC CONCENTRATION OF GDP

4. REGIONAL CONTRIBUTIONS TO GROWTH IN NATIONAL GDP

5. GEOGRAPHIC CONCENTRATION OF INDUSTRIES
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