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Executive  
summary.
A woman dies from ovarian 
cancer every two hours in the 
UK. We have one of the lowest 
survival rates in Europe, but a 
deeper look shows that some 
women have the same chance 
of surviving their ovarian cancer 
as those from countries with 
the best survival rates in the 
world. Others face barriers that 
shouldn’t exist.

At Ovarian Cancer Action we are working towards a world where no 
woman dies of ovarian cancer. To help us get there, we believe every 
woman deserves the best standard of care regardless of where she 
lives, her age or ethnicity. Using the latest data we aim to shine a 
spotlight on these inequalities in ovarian cancer across the UK, and 
invest funds to deliver tangible improvements to address them.

This Equality Spotlight Report is the first in a series to transform 
diagnosis, treatment, care and survival of ovarian cancer in the UK. 
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Age inequality - 
the facts.

Incidence
Around 1,800 women in their 70s are 
diagnosed with ovarian cancer each 
year. They make up a quarter of all 
ovarian cancer diagnoses -  the highest 
proportion of ovarian cancer cases in 
any decade.1 

24% of ovarian cancer diagnosis are 
women in their 70s

Diagnosis
Older patients are significantly less 
likely to be referred by their GP for 
diagnostic tests such as ultrasounds 
when presenting with symptoms in the 
year preceding a diagnosis of ovarian 
cancer. The median time for women 
aged 75-79 to be referred for further 
investigation following the reporting of 
any relevant symptom was 20 weeks, 
compared to the average time for all 
ages of 10 weeks 2.

28% of women diagnosed with ovarian 
cancer in their 70s are diagnosed 
through emergency presentation 3. The 
likelihood of being diagnosed through 
emergency presentation increases 
with age. Emergency presentation is 
associated with later diagnosis and 
poor survival rates.

Mr Andy Nordin, Surgical Gynaecological Oncologist, East Kent Gynaecological Oncology Centre

Under 30s 4%

30s 4%

40s 10%

50s 18%

60s 23%

70s 24%

80s 16%

50-59 18%

60-69 23%

70-79 28%

THE PROPORTION OF OVARIAN 
CANCER CASES BY AGE AT 
DIAGNOSIS 1

THE PROPORTION OF WOMEN 
AGED BETWEEN 50 AND 79 
DIAGNOSED VIA EMERGENCY 
PRESENTATION 3
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“Reducing the number of patients diagnosed as an emergency
is the single most important impact we can have to increase survival 
rates for patients over the age of 70. We need to understand why 
so many are not diagnosed through their GP earlier, when they have 
symptoms, but before the disease has made them acutely unwell, and 
then take action to address these barriers. The earlier the diagnosis, 
the better the opportunity we have to effectively treat them so that 
they can have the best chance of living long after their diagnosis”
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Age inequality - 
the facts.

Treatment
Almost half (48%) of ovarian cancer 
patients aged 70-79 don’t have surgery 
to treat their ovarian cancer 4, despite 
it being the treatment which offers the 
best long-term prognosis for women 
with the disease.   

One in five (22%) of ovarian cancer 
patients aged 70-79 received no 
treatment at all for their cancer 4. 
The likelihood of not receiving any 
treatment sharply increases for patients 
aged 70+.4

Despite similar rates of emergency 
presentation in patients aged 60-
69 and 70-79, only 10% of ovarian 
cancer patients aged 60-69s received 
no treatment at all - less than half 
the number of patients aged 70-79 
who received no treatment 4. This 
indicates that late diagnosis alone does 
not account for this high number of 
patients in this age bracket receiving 
no treatment.

For women diagnosed over the age of 
80, 60% received no treatment at all. 
This is likely to be partially explained by 
higher comorbidities in this group, as 
well as some patient choice. However 
further research is urgently needed to 
explore this further. 

50-59 7%

60-69 10%

70-79 22%

80+ 60%

THE PROPORTION OF OVARIAN 
CANCER PATIENTS AGED 50 
YEARS AND ABOVE WHO DID 
NOT RECEIVE TREATMENT 4
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22% of 
patients in their 70s 
have no treatment 

at all

Clinical trials play an important role in 
ovarian cancer treatment, but only 26% 
of cancer patients between the age of 
65-74 have a conversation with their 
healthcare professional about whether 
they would like to take part in cancer 
research 5. This means that older 
women lose out on new, innovative 
treatments. It also means that the 
evidence generated from the clinical 
trials about whether the treatment 
works and the side effects are tolerable 
is collected from younger patients, 
and may not be applicable for older 
patients over the age of 70. 6

FAIR-O is a clinical trial that is 
dedicated to improving 
outcomesfor older patients.
 
The trial is testing the feasibility 
of an assessment framework to
guide individualised treatment
decisions for patients over the
age of 70. The framework
will be a holistic assessment 
so that treatment decisions 
can be guided by more
than just age and fitness.
 
They are also collecting patient
samples to test why some
treatments are more or less
effective for these patients.
The aim of the study is to
create a framework that can
be used by oncology teams up
and down the country so that
all older patients can receive
the best and most appropriate
treatment for them.
 
The study is led by Dr Susana
Banerjee and has started
recruiting patients in a number
of centres across the UK from
January 2021.

CASE STUDY
FAIR-O TRIAL

48+52+B48% of  
patients in their 70s 
don’t have surgery
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Age inequality - 
the facts.

Survival
Short term survival 
Ovarian cancer mortality is high in the 
first few months after a diagnosis, but 
this is particularly striking among older 
patients in England. 43% of women 
diagnosed aged 70-79, and 70% of 
women diagnosed over the age of 80, 
died in the first year after their ovarian 
cancer diagnosis.7

This is significantly higher than the 
average one year mortality rate for all 
ovarian cancer patients which is 28%.1
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In the UK over the last 20 years there 
have been improvements in ovarian 
cancer survival rates in all groups with 
the notable exception of those over the 
age of 80. 10

15-44 87.8%

45-54 70.1%

55-64 56.0%

65-74 42.9%

75-99 24.2%

FIVE-YEAR SURVIVAL BY AGE AT 
DIAGNOSIS 9

Dr Susana Banerjee, Consultant Medical Oncologist, The Royal Marsden

“With an ageing population, many more 
patients with ovarian cancer are over the 
age of 70, so there is an urgent need to 
understand the best way to effectively 
treat older women. Optimising patients for 
treatment through frailty assessments and 
interventions, sharing best practice across 
cancer centres and representing older 
patients in clinical trials are important steps 
towards ensuring equal access to effective 
and tolerable treatment that could help more 
women live beyond their diagnosis, with a 
good quality of life, no matter their age.”

Longer term survival
Five-year survival for ovarian cancer is 
highest in younger women, and drops 
with increasing age. 8

43+57+B43% of  
women diagnosed 
in their 70s die in 

their first year after 
diagnosis
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Women deserve the 
best - discussion.
In the UK a woman aged 70 today 
would expect to live another 17 years.11

Women like Pam and many others, 
shouldn’t face their lives being cut 
short unnecessarily. Many have 
recently retired, they have plans: to 
sketch the cherry trees in Swansea 
Bay, to travel to far flung corners of the 
world, to stand by their son’s side at his 
wedding.12 An ovarian cancer diagnosis 
should not stop that.

Over 7,000 women are diagnosed with 
ovarian cancer each year, with more 
than a third over the age of 70 1. In 
twenty years it’s estimated that over a 
quarter of the population will be over 
65.13 With an aging population, the 
proportion of patients over the age of 
70 with ovarian cancer is expected to 
increase.6 Today the significant barriers 
in place that prevent many of these 
patients from accessing quick diagnosis 
and life saving treatment, means their 
chance of survival is significantly lower 
than younger patients. 

To ensure more women live beyond 
their ovarian cancer survival rates, 
we urgently need to understand and 
address the factors that influence 
low survival in this age group - most 
notably higher rates of diagnosis 
through emergency presentation, lower 
chances of receiving any treatment, 
and high short term mortality. The 
Covid-19 pandemic will have made 
many of these issues worse. 

If we do not effectively address these 
barriers now, we face a future where 
a growing number of women will not 
receive the chance of survival they 
deserve. More will die from their 
ovarian cancer, not less.

“I have my ups 
and downs but 
generally fare 
well”

Pam Bonati was diagnosed 
with ovarian cancer at the 
age of 78. She was fast-
tracked by her GP for a swift 
diagnosis and has undergone 
a combination of surgery and 
chemo to treat the disease.
 
“I have my ups and downs 
but generally fare well” shares 
Pam. “Some days I have to 
pinch myself to remember 
I have cancer. Before my 
diagnosis I was swimming, 
walking and travelling at every 
opportunity and I hope to 
be back doing those things 
again. I’m very grateful for the 
excellent treatment I have had 
and the time it gives me with 
my rock of a husband, my son 
and his wife and our wonderful 
friends. I sincerely hope I have 
a lot more living to do.”

Pam is currently undergoing 
treatment and hopes to join a 
clinical trial in the near future.

CASE STUDY
PAM BONATI
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What is Ovarian 
Cancer Action doing 
about it?
To transform survival rates for women 
over the age of 70 and address these 
barriers we will:

Targetting
Target our symptoms campaigns and 
awareness outreach to reach women in 
their 70s, both online and offline.

Early diagnosis
Support GPs to quickly refer women in 
their 70s with concerning symptoms for 
diagnostic tests.

Funding
Continue to fund research into 
developing the first ovarian cancer 
screening tool.

Research
Continue to carry out research and 
collect data into the barriers that 
influence the likelihood of women in 
their 70s receiving treatment.

Clinical trials
Encourage the design of clinical trials 
to include recruitment of older ovarian 
cancer patients.

Publish
Publish data on ovarian cancer short-
term mortality as part of the Ovarian 
Cancer Audit Feasibility Pilot

Best practice
Fund a pilot in the flagship Health 
Equality project to establish best 
practice in offering treatment to 
patients over 70. 14

If you were diagnosed with ovarian cancer in your 70’s, we would love to 
hear about your experience of diagnosis and treatment. Your story could help 
thousands of other women in similar situations.

Please email pressoffice@ovarian.org.uk to share your story and the team  
will be in touch. 

WE WANT TO HEAR FROM YOU

Cary Wakefield, Chief Executive of 
Ovarian Cancer Action

“We urgently need 
to understand and 
address the factors 
that influence low 
survival in this age 
group - most notably 
late diagnosis, a 
significant lack 
of treatment and 
insufficient access 
to clinical trials. The 
Covid-19 pandemic 
has inevitably made 
many of these 
issues worse. By 
dismantling the 
health inequalities 
that exist for older 
women, we will move 
closer to our goal 
of reaching a world 
where no woman dies 
of ovarian cancer.”
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Ovarian Cancer Action is working 
towards a world where no woman 
dies of ovarian cancer. 

Ovarian cancer is the UK’s deadliest 
gynaecological disease and survival 
rates are shockingly low – lower than 
breast cancer survival rates were 
in the 1970s. But instead of being 
angry, we’re inspired; inspired by 
the huge strides women have made 
through the breast cancer movement, 
energised by the scientific discoveries 
our researchers are making and 
empowered by the thousands 
mobilising to take action. 

Women deserve the best and we’re 
driven by three vital areas to give 
them the best: prevention, earlier 
diagnosis and more effective 
treatments. Improvements in each of 
these areas will transform the lives of 
women now and in the future.

 @OvarianCancerUK
 ovariancanceraction
 ovariancanceraction

CONTACT US
020 7380 1730
info@ovarian.org.uk
ovarian.org.uk


