
Women and Cancer 
 
Introduction 
Some cancers such as gynaecological cancers are specific to women, and others, 
like breast cancer, predominantly affect women and require gender specific 
programs.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2004 

 % of New Cases and Deaths from Breast and 
Reproductive Cancers and Bowel and Lung Cancers 

in Women, Australia, 2001.

0
10
20
30
40

Breast and
Reproductive

Cancers

Bowel and Lung
Cancers

%

New  Cases

Deaths

 
Nationally, newly diagnosed cases of breast and reproductive cancers (36%) are 
more common than bowel and lung cancer combined (22%); however, deaths from 
breast and reproductive cancers (24%) are less than those from bowel and lung 
cancers (29%)1.  
 
For cancers that are common to both women and men there may be gender 
differences in their diagnosis rate, treatment outcomes, and support needs2. 
 
Sex Differences 

 Breast cancer is 100 times more prevalent in women than in men, and, before 
the age of 75 years, Victorian women have a lifetime risk of breast cancer of 1 
in 113. 

 For women, only 65% of lung cancer is smoking-related4. 
 Women are more likely to be diagnosed with lung adenocarcinoma, the form 

most commonly diagnosed in young people and those who have never 
smoked5. This may be connected to passive smoking exposure and other 
environmental factors.  

 Fewer women than men show signs of poor lung function when newly 
diagnosed with lung cancer, which could mean that they are missed in 
screening for the disease6 

 
Gender Influences 

 The tobacco industry targets young women via a number of discreet 
marketing campaigns7,8. 

 Women are more likely to have used a solarium than men9, and the group to 
use solariums most frequently are women between the ages of 25 and 44 
years10. Solarium use increases exposure to UV rays and increases the risk 
of skin cancer11. 

 Women generally have lower socioeconomic status than men, and higher 
familial and caring responsibilities. This may be a factor that precludes them 
from accessing screening services. 

 All people affected by cancer face challenges, however, women can face 
many difficulties due to familial and caring responsibilities and financial 
circumstances.  

 Women caring for someone with cancer often report more distress, more 
unmet needs, and higher levels of anxiety and depression than men in the 
same situation12,13. 



 
Implications for the Future 
Significant lessons can be learnt from the successes that have been achieved in 
addressing cancer in women. Some of these lessons include: 

 high levels of public awareness of cancer risk factors 
 high screening rates 
 the proliferation of comprehensive cancer support services and groups 
 the empowerment of women to participate in their treatment and choose its 

direction. 
These successes should act as models for future health policy and service direction. 
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