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Dramatic Rise in Several Types of
Cancers Associated with Overweight
in Young Adults

Richard Béliveau
Translated from Le Journal de Montréal, August 18", 2024.

Recently published research reports that the incidence of 17
different types of cancers is higher among young millennials
than among older generations. Most of these rising cancers are
directly linked to obesity, highlighting how being overweight
dramatically compromises the health of young adults.

Cancer is a disease caused by defective genes that accumulate during
aging, and this is why the incidence of cancer increases exponentially with
age. For example, while there are approximately 250 cases of cancer per
100,000 people aged 40-45, this number explodes to almost 2,500 cases
per 100,000 between the ages of 75-80, or 10 times more.

However, the expression of these pro-cancer genes is in most cases
strongly influenced by lifestyle: obesity, smoking, a sedentary lifestyle and
poor eating habits (too much meat and ultra-processed products, not
enough vegetables) are all factors that create physiological conditions
favorable to the development of cancer and that greatly accelerate the risk
of the disease developing prematurely, sometimes even as early as early
adulthood. In other words, even if the risk of being affected by cancer is
generally lower in young people, youth is not an infallible armor against
the disease if the body is subjected to conditions conducive to the
appearance and progression of cancer cells.

EARLY CANCERS

This is clearly highlighted by a recent study comparing the incidences of
34 distinct cancers between millennials (born in 1990) and those affecting
previous generations (1).

To compare cancer rates across generations, the researchers calculated
cohort-specific incidence and mortality rate ratios for each birth cohort,
separated by five-year intervals, from 1920 to 1990. The data were
adjusted for age and for when people were alive (to account for medical
advances and increased life expectancy).

The researchers found that incidence rates for 8 cancers increased with
each successive birth cohort born since 1920. This is particularly striking
for the 1990 birth cohort (the millennials), who have incidence rates two to
three times higher for pancreatic, kidney, and small intestine cancers than
the 1955 birth cohort. They also noted that incidence rates for 9 cancers
(including breast, uterine, and colon cancer) increased in younger cohorts,
while these cancers declined in older cohorts.

The increase in the incidence of several cancers in recent generations
therefore suggests that these individuals were exposed early in life to
conditions that accelerate the appearance of cancer cells and/or their

progression to mature cancer.

CANCERS LINKED TO OVERWEIGHT

The overweight of these young people is one of the most important factors
involved, because 10 of the 17 cancers whose incidence increases in
younger birth cohorts are cancers linked to obesity (colorectal, kidney,
gallbladder, uterus, pancreas, stomach, ER+ breast, ovary, myeloma,
liver). This is really striking for uterine cancer (endometrial), the one that
is most closely associated with obesity: compared to older cohorts, the
incidence rate of this cancer increased by 169% in the 1990 birth cohort.
This is in line with a recent study that showed that excess body weight in
early adulthood (18 to 40 years) was associated with an increased risk of
18 types of cancer (2).

These generational changes in cancer risk are a clear indication that the
current lifestyle, characterized by high consumption of ultra-processed
foods, sedentary lifestyles and excess weight, is totally incompatible with
maintaining good health. The fight against excess weight should be a
national priority, as the fight against tobacco has been it is a matter of the
future health of future generations and the survival of our health system.

@ Sung H et al. Differences in cancer rates among adults born
between 1920 and 1990 in the USA: an analysis of
population-based cancer registry data. Lancet Public Health;
2024; 9 : e583.

@ Recalde M et al. Longitudinal body mass index and cancer
risk: a cohort study of 2.6 million Catalan adults. Nat.
Commun. 2023; 14: 3816.
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