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The number of older women (aged 65 

and over) living with breast cancer in 

the UK will almost quadruple over the 

next 30 years. By 2040 there will be 

more than one million older women 

living with breast cancer.  

 Today there are around 340,000 older 

women (aged 65 and over) living with 

breast cancer in the UK (out of a total of 

around 570,000 women of all ages living 

with breast cancer). By 2040, this is 

projected to increase to 1.2 million (out of a 

total of 1.68 million) – an almost four-fold 

increasei.  

By 2040, almost three-quarters of all 

women living with breast cancer in 

the UK will be aged over 65. 

 The proportion of older women (aged 65 

and over) living with breast cancer will 

increase from 59% today to 73% in 2040i. 

The projected increase in the number of 

older women (aged 65 and over) living 

with breast cancer is almost double 

the increase for younger age groups.  

 In women aged 44 and under, the number 

living with breast cancer will increase from 

around 23,000 today to around 44,000 in 

2040 – almost twice as many. In those 

aged 45-64, the number will increase from 

around 209,000 today to around 418,000 

in 2040 – twice as manyi.  

By 2040 breast cancer will account for 

more than half of all cancer cases in 

women in the UK.  

 The proportion of cancer cases in women 

that are breast cancer will increase from 

46% today to 54% in 2040i.  

Cancer stage at diagnosis 

Older women are 46% more likely to 

be diagnosed with an advanced 

stage of breast cancer than younger 

women. The opposite is true for lung 

cancer — older women are more likely 

to be diagnosed with a less advanced 

stage of disease than younger women 

— this suggests the difference seen 

with breast cancer is unlikely to be 

simply a matter of age. 

 Women aged 75-79 are 46% more likely to 

be diagnosed with stage III or IV breast 

cancer than those aged 65-69, who are 

just 10 years youngerii. 

Breast cancer in older women 
Number of older women living with breast cancer to almost quadruple by 2040 
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Access to treatment 

Older women are less likely to receive 

certain types of treatment for breast 

cancer than younger women. 

 Only 39% of women aged over 80 in the 

UK receive surgery for breast cancer, 

compared with 90% of women under 50iii.  

Although older women are more likely than 

younger women to have health problems in 

addition to cancer (co-morbidities), this 

only accounts for some of the difference. 

After taking co-morbidities into account, 

women aged 75-79 in the UK are almost 

half as likely to receive surgery as women 

aged 65-69iv, who are just 10 years 

younger. 

 Only 8% of those aged 60-69 undergo 

breast reconstruction, compared with 17% 

of those aged 50-59iii, who are just 10 

years younger. 

 Fewer than 40% of women aged over 80 

receive breast-conserving surgery (when 

diagnosed via symptoms rather than 

screening), compared with more than half 

of those aged 50-59iii. 

Breast cancer screening 

More than half of breast cancer deaths 

in the UK are in women aged over 70v, 

but the NHS breast screening 

programme currently stops inviting 

women for screening at 70*. 

The research 

The figures above (excluding ‘Cancer 

stage at diagnosis’, ‘Access to 

treatment’ and ‘Breast cancer 

screening’) are from a study published 

in the British Journal of Cancer. The 

study makes, for the first time, long-

term projections of the number of 

people living with a cancer diagnosis in 

the UK (cancer prevalence).  

Cancer prevalence is increasing for 

several reasons. For example, cancer 

is more common in older people, and 

the UK’s population is growing and 

ageing; the overall number of cancer 

cases is increasing; and cancer survival 

rates are improving.  
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* In England, the upper age limit for routine screening 

invitations is increasing gradually to 73. 

To read more about the issues facing older people 

with cancer, read The Age Old Excuse: The Under-

treatment of Older Cancer Patients.  

To read more about cancer in older people, read 

The Rich Picture on Older People with Cancer. 
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