
MYTH 4:  
CANCER 
IS MY
FATE

CANCER PREVENTION
Prevention is the most cost-effective and sustainable way of reducing 
the global cancer burden in the long-term.  

EVIDENCE 
•	 Global, regional and national policies and programmes that promote 

healthy lifestyles can substantially reduce cancers that are caused by risk 
factors such as alcohol, unhealthy diet and physical inactivity. Improving 
diet, physical activity and maintaining a healthy body weight could prevent 
around a third of the most common cancers.

•	 Based on current trends, tobacco use is estimated to kill one billion people 
in the 21st century. Addressing tobacco use, which is linked to 71% of all 
lung cancer deaths, and accounts for at least 22% of all cancer deaths is 
therefore critical.

•	 For developing countries, the situation often goes beyond addressing 
behavioural change, with many countries facing a ‘double burden’ of 
exposures, the most common of which is cancer-causing infections. Chronic 
infections are estimated to cause approximately 16% of all cancers globally, 
with this figure rising to almost 23% in developing countries. Several of the 
most common cancers in developing countries such as liver, cervical and 
stomach cancers are associated with infections with hepatitis B virus (HBV), 
the human papillomavirus (HPV), and the bacterium Helicobacter pylori (H. 
pylori), respectively. As a consequence, the introduction of safe, effective 
and affordable vaccines should be implemented as part of national cancer 
control plans.

•	 Exposure to a wide range of environmental causes of cancer in our personal 
and professional lives, including exposure to indoor air pollution, radiation 
and excessive sunlight are also major preventable causes of cancer

GLOBAL ADVOCACY 
MESSAGE 
Effective cancer prevention 
at the national level begins 
with a national cancer 
control plan (NCCP) that 
responds to a country’s 
cancer burden and cancer 
risk factor prevalence, and 
is designed to implement 
evidence-based resource-
appropriate policies and 
programmes that reduce 
the level of exposure to 
risk factors for cancer and 
strengthen the capacity 
of individuals to adopt 
healthy lifestyle choices.

TRUTH:
With the right strategies,

A THIRD OF 
THE MOST 
COMMON 
CANCERS CAN 
BE PREVENTED.
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