
Racial and Ethnic Cancer Disparities in the United States   
This is the first in a series of policy briefs on the topic of cancer disparities. 
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the policy prescription 

Cancer disparities are differences in 
cancer incidence, prevalence, mortality, 
and survivorship that exist among cer-
tain populations, such as racial, ethnic, 
geographic, gender, and income 
groups.1 This brief highlights differences 
in cancer incidence (diagnosis) and mor-
tality (death) between Black, White, and 
Hispanic persons, the largest racial and 
ethnic groups in the United States. 
 
Incidence 
In 2007, for all cancers combined, 
Blacks had the highest age-adjusted 
incidence rate of cancer (471.7 per 
100,000), and Whites had the second 
highest, (462.5 per 100,000) shown in 
Figure 1. For all cancers and for the dis-
played five most common cancer diag-
noses, the rate of cancer incidence for 
the Hispanic population is lower than 
the rate for the White and Black popula-
tion. The higher incidence of prostate 
cancer among Black men is striking, and 
is detailed below.2 
 
Table 1 displays the variability in 2007 
cancer incidence for all, White, Black, 
and Hispanic men, and reveals the five 
most common cancer diagnoses, in or-
der, for each group. Prostate cancer is 
the most diagnosed cancer for all races/
ethnicities, but Black men are 1.6 times 
more likely to have a new case of pros-
tate cancer than White men.  Lung can-
cer, which is 1.2 times more likely to 
occur among Blacks as compared to 
White men,  ranks second among Black 

and White men.  The second most com-
mon cancer among Hispanic men is co-
lon and rectum cancer, which ranks 
third for the other groups. Black men 
are 1.2 times more likely to be diag-
nosed with colon/rectum cancer as 
compared to White men. White men 
have the highest incidence of urinary 
bladder cancer and melanomas of the 
skin.3 

 
Table 2 shows the 2007 cancer inci-
dence rates for the top five cancers for 
women in rank order, displaying inci-
dence rates for all, White, Black, and 
Hispanic women. White women have 
the highest incidence rate of breast 
cancer, the most common type of can-
cer for females of all races and ethnici-

ties. Lung cancer ranks second 
among Whites and Blacks and 
third among Hispanic women. 
For Hispanic women, colon and 
rectum cancer is the second 
most common.  Black women 
are 1.2 times as likely to be di-
agnosed with colon/rectum 
cancer as compared to White 
women. In addition to breast 
cancer, White women have the 
highest incidence of corpus 
(endometrial) and uterus can-
cer, NOS, as well as thyroid can-
cer.3 

 
In addition to the common can-
cers mentioned, Blacks also 
have notably higher incidence 
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 Figure 1.  2007 Invasive Cancer Incidence Rates for All Cancers and the Top 
    Five Primary Cancer Sites with the Highest Rates, Male and  
    Female, by Race/Ethnicity, U.S2                               
          
     Rates are per 100,000 and are age-adjusted to the 2000 U.S. standard population 
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each of the cancers shown, which are 
the five cancer sites with the highest 
mortality rates.2 

 
Table 3 displays the five cancers lead-
ing to the highest mortality rates in 
men, and shows the mortality rate and 
rank in mortality for White, Black, and 
Hispanic men.  Lung, prostate, and 
colon cancer have the highest death 
rates of all cancers for White, Black, 
and Hispanic men. Black men have 
notably higher mortality rates for 
these cancers, however. Black men die 
from prostate cancer at 2.4 times the 
rate of White men. The mortality rate 
of colon and rectum cancer is 1.5 
times higher in Black men than for 
White men, and the mortality rate of 
lung cancer is 1.3 times higher.3 

 
For White and Black women, lung can-
cer is responsible for the highest can-
cer mortality rates, with breast cancer 
second highest (Table 4). For Hispanic 
women, breast cancer was responsible 
for more deaths than any other can-
cer, followed by lung. Colon and rec-

tum cancer is the third leading cause 
of cancer death for each of the three 
groups. Mortality rates for breast, 
colon/rectum, and pancreatic cancer 
were each 1.4 times higher for Black 
women relative to White women.3 
 
In addition, other cancers cause nota-
bly higher death rates for Blacks. In 
particular, stomach cancer mortality 
rates are 2.2 times higher among 
Blacks as compared to Whites. Endo-
metrial, or corpus cancer, and uterine 
cancer deaths are 1.9 times higher in 
Black women, as compared to White 
women.  Cervical cancer deaths occur 
at twice the rate for Black women in 
comparison to White women.3 

 
For most of the common types of 
cancer, death rates among Hispanics 
are lower than for Whites. There are, 
however, important exceptions. His-
panic mortality rates from stomach 
cancer are 1.8 times the rate of 
Whites, and death rates from liver 
cancer are 1.6 times higher. In addi-
tion, Hispanic women die from cervi-
cal cancer at 1.4 times the rate of 
White women.3   
 
Some studies show that as Hispanic 
immigrants take on American health 
behaviors, including smoking, de-
creased physical activity, and dietary 
changes, death rates from cancer in-
crease. Studies have also shown 
higher death rates among U.S. born 
Hispanics as compared to foreign 
born.4 

rates of stomach,  (1.9 times 
higher than for Whites) liver (1.5 
times higher than for Whites), 
and cervical cancer (1.4 times 
higher than for Whites).3 
 
The incidence rates of most types 
of cancer are lower for the His-
panic population. However, rates 
of liver, gall bladder, stomach, 
and cervical cancer are higher 
among the Hispanic population. 
In 2007, as compared to Whites, 
the rate of liver cancer diagnosis 
is two times higher, gall bladder 
cancer diagnosis is 1.9 times 
more frequent, stomach cancer 
diagnosis is 1.8 times higher, and 
cervical cancer diagnosis is 1.5 
times higher.3 

 
Mortality  
As presented in Figure 2, Blacks 
have the highest age-adjusted 
mortality rate for all cancers com-
bined, at 216.3 per 100,000, 
which is 1.2 times higher than for 
Whites (2007). They also suffer 
from the highest death rate for 

Figure 2. 2007 Cancer Death Rates for All Cancers and the Top Five Primary 
  Cancer Sites with the Highest Rates, Male and Female, by Race/  
  Ethnicity, U.S.2         
  
 Rates are per 100,000 and are age-adjusted to the 2000 U.S. standard population                           

4 American Cancer Society. Cancer Facts & and Figures for Hispanics/Latinos 2009-2011. Atlanta: American Cancer Society, 2011. 
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have improved over the years, but 
others are problematic.5 

 
Of note, in recent years, smoking rates 
among Black adults have declined and 
are now close to those of Whites. 
Smoking rates for Hispanic adults are 
lower than for Whites, though rates 
for Hispanics born in the U.S. are 
higher than that of foreign-born His-
panic Americans.4,5 
 
Overweight and obesity are more 
common among Blacks and Hispanics 
than Whites.4,5 
 
Since the late 1980’s, mammography 
rates have been improving for all racial 
and ethnic groups. However,  Black 
and Hispanic women are believed to 
receive fewer mammograms, wait 
longer in between mammograms, and 
wait  long periods of time to follow-up 
on suspicious results.4,5 
 
While colorectal screening has been 
increasing among Black men, PSA 
tests, which are used to detect pros-
tate cancer among men age 50 and 

older, are less frequently used among 
Black and Hispanic men.4,5 

 
Genetic factors may account for 
some of the variation in cancer 
among populations. Researchers 
have identified variants in DNA that 
are associated with the risk of pros-
tate cancer. Almost all of these vari-
ants are found more frequently in 
Black men.5 
 
Recent research also shows that ag-
gressive breast tumors that are less 
responsive to standard treatment are 
more common in younger Black and 
Hispanic women who live in low SES 
areas. 5 

 

Future Policy Prescriptions on Cancer 
Disparities 
As part of its Beyond Pink Chicago 
initiative to address breast cancer 
disparities, CDPH will be enhancing 
its surveillance efforts in cancer. Fu-
ture editions of The Policy Prescrip-
tion will explore and analyze the local 
picture of cancer.  
 
 

Factors Contributing  to Cancer 
Disparities 
The factors that contribute to all 
health disparities, including can-
cer, are complex. Socioeconomic 
(SES) status is a major contribu-
tor. Lower SES status— which 
includes income, education, and 
social status—  is frequently asso-
ciated with unhealthy housing 
and neighborhoods, engaging in 
behaviors associated with poor 
health, greater levels of stress, 
and decreased access to health 
care.1 

 
Studies show that the medically 
underserved  are more often di-
agnosed with later-stage dis-
eases. Some groups’ cultural be-
liefs serve as barriers in accessing 
appropriate health care, as well. 1 
 
Behaviors that influence cancer 
include use of tobacco; over-
weight, obesity, and physical ac-
tivity; nutrition and diet; and can-
cer screening.  Some behaviors 

5 American Cancer Society. Cancer Facts & and Figures for African Americans 2011-2012. Atlanta: American Cancer Society, 2011. 
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Rank  All Races White Black Hispanic 

1 

Prostate Prostate Prostate Prostate 

156.9 145.1 226.0 121.6 

2 

Lung and 
Bronchus 

Lung and 
Bronchus 

Lung and 
Bronchus 

Colon and 
Rectum 

80.5 79.9 95.1 44.8 

3 

Colon and 
Rectum 

Colon and 
Rectum 

Colon and 
Rectum 

Lung and 
Bronchus 

52.7 51.5 62.0 43.4 

4 

Urinary 
Bladder 

Urinary 
Bladder 

Kidney and 
Renal Pel-
vis 

Kidney and 
Renal Pel-
vis 

36.0 37.9 23.1 19.0 

5 

Melanomas 
of the Skin 

Melanomas 
of the Skin 

Urinary 
Bladder 

Urinary 
Bladder 

23.5 25.9 18.3 18.6 

Rank  All Races White Black Hispanic 

1 

Female 
Breast 

Female 
Breast 

Female 
Breast 

Female 
Breast 

120.4 121.0 117.0 88.2 

2 

Lung and 
Bronchus 

Lung and 
Bronchus 

Lung and 
Bronchus 

Colon and 
Rectum 

54.5 55.9 50.3 32.6 

3 

Colon and 
Rectum 

Colon and 
Rectum 

Colon and 
Rectum 

Lung and 
Bronchus 

39.7 38.5 47.1 26.0 

4 

Corpus and 
Uterus, 
NOS 

Corpus and 
Uterus, 
NOS 

Corpus and 
Uterus, 
NOS 

Corpus and 
Uterus, 
NOS 

24.1 24.4 22.1 19.0 

5 
Thyroid Thyroid Pancreas Thyroid 

17.2 18.0 13.5 16.4 

Rank  All Races White Black Hispanic 

1 

Lung and 
Bronchus 

Lung and 
Bronchus 

Lung and 
Bronchus 

Lung and 
Bronchus 

65.2 64.8 82.8 29.8 

2 

Prostate Prostate Prostate Prostate 

23.5 21.6 52.0 17.8 

3 

Colon and 
Rectum 

Colon and 
Rectum 

Colon and 
Rectum 

Colon and 
Rectum 

20.0 19.5 29.1 14.6 

4 

Pancreas Pancreas Pancreas 

Liver and 
Intrahepatic 
Bile Duct 

12.5 12.4 15.6 11.2 

5 

Leukemias Leukemias 

Liver and 
Intrahepatic 
Bile Duct Pancreas 

9.4 9.8 11.5 8.4 

 Rank All Races White Black Hispanic 

1 

Lung and 
Bronchus 

Lung and 
Bronchus 

Lung and 
Bronchus 

Female 
Breast 

40.0 41.1 38.3 14.6 

2 

Female 
Breast 

Female 
Breast 

Female 
Breast 

Lung and 
Bronchus 

22.8 22.2 31.4 14.5 

3 

Colon and 
Rectum 

Colon and 
Rectum 

Colon and 
Rectum 

Colon and 
Rectum 

14.1 13.7 19.7 10.1 

4 

Pancreas Pancreas Pancreas Pancreas 

9.4 9.1 12.7 7.4 

5 

Ovary Ovary 

Corpus and 
Uterus, 
NOS Ovary 

8.2 8.6 7.5 5.8 

Table 1.  

2007 Age-Adjusted Invasive Cancer Incidence Rates 

Among Men for the Five Primary Sites with the Highest 

Rates within Race-and Ethnic-Specific Categories, U.S.3 

 

Rates per 100,000 

Table 2.  

2007 Age-Adjusted Invasive Cancer Incidence Rates 

Among Women for the Five Primary Sites with the Highest 

Rates within Race-and Ethnic-Specific Categories, U.S.3 

 

Rates per 100,000 

Table 3.  

2007 Age-Adjusted Cancer Death Rates Among Men for 

the Five Primary Sites with the Highest Rates within 

Race-and Ethnic-Specific Categories, U.S.3 

 

Rates per 100,000 

Table 4.  

2007 Age-Adjusted Cancer Death Rates Among Women 

for the Five Primary Sites with the Highest Rates within 

Race-and Ethnic-Specific Categories, U.S.3 

 

Rates per 100,000 


