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Breast cancer is the second leading cause of cancer deaths among women in the United States.1 African American 
women have the highest death rate of all racial and ethnic groups, and are 42 percent more likely to die of breast cancer 
than white women.2 
 

Breast Cancer Disparities: African American Women 
 

 In 2016, an estimated 31,000 African American women were projected to be diagnosed with breast cancer, and 
more than 6,000 were predicted to die from the disease.2

 

 

 Breast cancer incidence rates have increased across all races and ethnicities since the 1980s (primarily due to 
increased detection by mammography), but while incidence among white women have generally stabilized in the 
past few years, incidence among African American women continues to rise.3 

 Despite having similar incidence rates to white women, African American women are 42 percent more likely to die 
from the disease.  

 African American women are also more likely to be diagnosed with breast cancer at later stages of the disease,2,4
 

and experience delays in treatment of two or more months after initial diagnosis.5 Long intervals between 
screening, lack of timely follow-up of suspicious results, and delays in treatment post-diagnosis likely contribute to 
the lower stage-specific survival among African American women.6,7  

 Higher death rates among African American women likely reflect a combination of factors, including differences in 
stage of cancer at diagnosis, comorbidities, obesity rates, tumor characteristics, as well as timely access to 
screening, diagnostic and treatment services.2  
 

How Do We Reduce the Divide? 
 

The American Cancer Society Cancer Action Network (ACS CAN) has made significant progress in improving access to 
breast cancer screening and treatment for all Americans at both the federal and state levels. However, the disparity 
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between African American women and women of other races/ethnicities persists. ACS CAN supports a number of cancer 
control and prevention programs and policies aimed at decreasing disparities in breast cancer mortality in African 
American women. 
 

Increase access to the entire continuum of care: Increasing screening rates, 
providing timely access to diagnostic testing, and improving access to 
comprehensive, quality healthcare coverage and cancer treatment care are all 
important in decreasing breast cancer mortality in African American women.8 The 
Center for Disease Control and Prevention’s (CDC) National Breast and Cervical 
Cancer Early Detection Program (NBCCEDP) provides uninsured and underinsured 
women access to no-cost screening, diagnostic, navigation, and 
education/outreach services, as well as a pathway to cancer treatment care. More 
than 180,000 African American women have received mammograms through this 
program.9 As a longtime supporter and champion of the NBCCEDP, ACS CAN is 
working tirelessly to increase federal and state funding to expand the reach of this 
lifesaving program. Additionally, ACS CAN has been a vocal supporter of health 
reforms that reduce discriminatory practices against cancer patients and survivors 
and provides millions of Americans access to quality, comprehensive health care 
coverage, including no-cost breast cancer screenings.  
 

Support for patient navigation: Patient navigation improves health outcomes, 
especially in vulnerable individuals and populations, by eliminating barriers to 
accessing high-quality services across the care continuum.10 Patient navigation 
helps reduce disparities in breast cancer care among medically underserved 
populations, particularly among African American patients.10 ACS CAN is working to increase access to patient navigation 
services in the healthcare system, particularly for underserved patient populations.  
 

Reducing risk factors for breast cancer: Obesity is a key risk factor for developing breast cancer.2 African American 
women are significantly more likely than their white counterparts to be obese. Additionally, African American adults are 
less likely to consume the daily recommended servings of fruits and vegetables, and are less likely to be physically active 
or meet recommendations for aerobic activity.2 Increasing access to healthy foods in schools, workplaces, and 
neighborhoods and ensuring safer, low-cost options for physical activity can help reduce obesity among all Americans, 
particularly in African American communities. Long-term smoking is also a factor that increases breast cancer incidence, 
although African American women are less likely to smoke than their white counterparts.2 African Americans are less 
successful at quitting and are more likely to be exposed to secondhand smoke than other racial or ethnic groups.11 ACS 
CAN advocates at all levels of government for legislation and regulations that help increase physical activity and healthy 
eating, reduce tobacco use, and reduce exposure to secondhand smoke for all Americans, particularly those 
disproportionately affected by these risk factors.  
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ACS CAN Advocacy Campaigns: 
 

 Support health reforms that 
increase comprehensive 
health care coverage, 
including expanding 
Medicaid eligibility 
 

 Support increased funding 
for the National Breast and 
Cervical Cancer Early 
Detection Program 
(NBCCEDP) 

 

 Maintain and increase 
funding for cancer research, 
and help establish the 
National Institute on 
Minority Health and Health 
Disparities 


