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Out-of-control cells bring cancer
Cancer can occur almost anywhere in the body, but all types begin with a 
cell malfunction.

When damaged DNA 
inside a cell gives 
flawed instructions 
to the cell, cancer 
develops. A properly 
functioning cell knows 
when to stop growing 
and that it’s time to 
die when it’s old or 
damaged. New cells 
form as they’re needed, 
allowing the body to 
have the right number of 
each cell type.

In cancerous cells, the off switch is broken. The damaged cells don’t know 
when to quit growing and dividing. The cancerous cells don’t perform a 
specific function, as healthy cells would.

As cells continue to grow uncontrollably, a tumor may form. A malignant 
tumor invades other tissues. The cancer may spread to other parts of the 
body as cancerous cells travel through the blood or lymph system. This 
allows cancer to form new tumors that are far from the original tumor.

Genetic flaws inside cells may mean a 
person is more likely to get a certain type 
of cancer. Cancer may also occur when 
the DNA inside a gene is damaged by 
something in the environment, such as 
chemicals in tobacco smoke or the ultraviolet 
rays from the sun. 

Cancer may also result from a combination of genetic predisposition to 
the disease and environmental factors. A person who inherits a genetic 
mutation may have a higher risk of cancer when exposed to a substance 
that causes the disease.

Common cancer types
Type Estimated new 

cases, 2016
Breast 249,000

Lung 224,390

Prostate 180,890

Colon & Rectal 134,490

Bladder 76,960

Melanoma 76,380

Non-Hodgkin Lymphoma 72,580

Thyroid 64,300

Kidney 62,700

Leukemia 60,140

Endometrial 60,050

Pancreatic 53,070

Sources: National Cancer Institute/American 
Cancer Society

Note: Non-melanoma skin cancer is not required 
to be reported to cancer registries. A 2012 study 
estimates that 5.4 million cases are treated 
annually.

By the numbers
About 1.7 million new cases of cancer will be 
diagnosed in the U.S. in 2016. About 600,000 
people will die from the disease.

208 of every 100,000 men 
die of cancer.

145 of every 100,000 women 
die of cancer. 

Fact: Cancer may form a solid 
tumor (a mass of tissue). However, 
cancers of the blood, such as 
leukemia and lymphoma, do not 
usually form solid tumors.

Fact: A specific type of cancer is usually 
named for the organ or tissue where the 
cancer forms. It may also be described by 
the type of cell that formed the cancer. 
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Eating more fruits, vegetables a delicious way to fight cancer
A dinner plate filled with fruits and vegetables can help you control your weight, which can lower your risk for cancer. 

Some lab and animal research also indicates that antioxidants, which can 
be found in fruits and vegetables, may help prevent cancer. It is not clear 
whether antioxidants or other compounds in these foods lower a person’s 
cancer risk, however. 

While the link between antioxidants and lower cancer risk has not yet been 
clearly established, there is no doubt that a diet high in vegetables and fruits 
is a healthy choice. Good sources of antioxidants include:

• Berries –Strawberries, blackberries, raspberries, and cranberries.

• Fruits – Apples, pears, grapes, peaches, and cherries.

• Vegetables – Bell peppers, kale, broccoli, tomatoes, and artichokes.

• Nuts – Almonds, walnuts, and pecans.

• Legumes – Lentils, kidney beans, and edamame.

Researchers warn that taking some antioxidant supplements in high doses may be linked to certain types of cancer. To 
increase the amount of antioxidants in your diet, it is best to stick to a variety of healthy food sources. 
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Breast cancer: 
A mammogram is 
recommended for 
women age 50 to 
74 every two years, 
although some groups 
recommend getting 
screened sooner or 
more frequently. Talk to 
your doctor about what 
is right for you.

Cervical cancer: 
Pap tests are 
one of the most 
reliable and 
effective cancer 
screening 
tests available, 
and are 
recommended 
for women ages 
21 to 65.

Colorectal cancer: Adults ages 
50 to 75 should be screened 
regularly for colorectal cancer, 
which almost always develops 
from precancerous polyps in 
the colon or rectum. Screening 
detects these polyps, which can 
then be removed before they 
turn into cancer. Adults age 76 
to 85 should ask their doctor if 
they should be screened.

Recommended screenings can find cancer early 

Cancer screenings can help detect the disease before a person has symptoms, 
or in the early stages when it may be easier to treat or cure.

Take action to lower your risk
While some cancer risk factors, such as age and genetics, can’t be controlled, there are actions a 
person can take to help lower the risk of cancer.

Avoid tobacco. Tobacco smoke contains thousands of chemicals, 250 of which are known 
to be harmful. At least 69 of the chemicals can cause cancer.

Maintain a healthy weight. Obesity is associated with an increased risk of several types of 
cancer, including kidney, pancreas, and esophagus.

Limit alcohol consumption. The more you drink, the higher your risk of certain types of 
cancer, including cancer of the mouth, throat, esophagus, larynx, liver, and breast.

Protect your skin from the sun and avoid indoor tanning. Exposure to ultraviolet (UV) rays causes the skin to age 
prematurely and can cause damage that leads to skin cancer.

Stay physically active. Some studies have shown links between physical activity and a reduced risk of cancer of the 
colon, breast, prostate, lung, and lining of the uterus.

Vaccines also can help lower cancer risk. The HPV (human papillomavirus) vaccine, recommended for females aged 11 
to 26 and males aged 11 to 21, helps prevent most cervical cancers and several other cancers. The hepatitis B vaccine, 
recommended for all ages, helps lower liver cancer risk.
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