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Progress in survival in lung cancer has been slow, largely due to the impact 
of late-stage presentation. More than 40% of people with lung cancer are 
diagnosed at stage IV, when the five-year survival rate is less than 10%; 
approximately 20% of people are diagnosed at stage I, when five-year survival 
is considerably higher (68–92%) (Figure 2).7 8 Among the many reasons for late 
presentation is that symptoms of lung cancer are often overlooked because 
of their similarity with common respiratory infections, such as bronchitis, and 
more recently COVID-19.9 10 Owing to the link between smoking and lung cancer, 
stigma also acts as a powerful barrier to people receiving appropriate and 
timely care. Stigma can affect the way that health professionals engage with 
individuals and influence how comfortable a person feels accessing healthcare.11

Figure 2. Stages of lung cancer diagnosed inside and outside of a screening programme12

Data from Sands et al (2021).
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Early detection plays a crucial role in reducing the mortality burden of lung 
cancer by increasing the number of people who can benefit from treatments 
such as surgery. Curative surgery is only effective if the cancer is detected 
and treated early.13 Early detection can transform lung cancer from a fatal to 
a treatable disease for many people, dramatically improving their quality of 
life. Detecting lung cancer at an earlier stage could also markedly reduce its 
economic and public health burden.14 15 




