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“Colorectal Cancer Increases in Young Adults” 

Inexplicably, colorectal cancer is on the rise in young adults, which has 

experts puzzled. An American Cancer Society study has found that rates of 

colorectal cancer (CRC) have risen dramatically in younger adults (younger 

than 55 years). The increase in incidence is seen particularly among the so-

called Generation X (persons born from the early 1960s to the early 1980s) and 

millennials (persons born from the early 1980s to the early 2000s). Rebecca 

Siegel, MPH, of the American Cancer Society, said, “People born in 1990 now 

have double the risk of colon cancer and quadruple the risk of rectal cancer 

compared to people born around 1950.” Investigators found that risk for CRC 

declined until the first half of the 20th century. People born around 1950 have 

the lowest risk for disease. The risk for CRC began increasing after that date. 

Experts believe that screening should start at age 50 years for average-risk 

individuals and at age 40 for those with a family history of CRC or adenomas in 

a first-degree relative. Siegel believes that the increase we're now seeing is 

likely related to the obesity epidemic. However, the picture is more complicated 

than that, because rates of CRC have increased in parallel with the obesity 

epidemic. If only obesity caused the trend, rates of CRC would be expected to 

increase 10 or 20 years after the obesity epidemic started, not at the same time. 

So, likely other factors related to excess weight, such as a sedentary lifestyle 

and unhealthy diets, are independently affecting CRC. Three in 10 CRC 

diagnoses now occur among people younger than 55 years. Another study found 

that 1 in 7 diagnoses of CRC now occur in people younger than 50 years. And 

still, another study found that about 14,000 cases of CRC per year occur in 

people younger than 50, which exceeds the number of cases of acute 

lymphocytic leukemia, Hodgkin's lymphoma, and even cervical cancer. Studies 

also show rates of rectal cancer have been increasing for a longer time and at 

faster clip than rates of colon cancer. Experts say, "Nearly half of cancers are 

thought to be caused by avoidable choices including smoking, drinking and a 

poor diet. 

In the America that I love, we realize that screening is not recommended 

for average-risk individuals younger than 50 years. CRC in younger adults is 

often "not on anyone's radar." We need educational campaigns to inform the 

general public about the signs of CRC and to follow up if they have symptoms 

consistent with the disease. Reportedly, younger people aren't aware of 

symptoms of cancer and their primary care doctors aren't thinking about it in 

their younger patients. Remember, early diagnosis is key to a successful 

outcome.  
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