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Source K: Brain tumour statistics  
Current Key statistics for the UK  
The following paper sets out key brain tumour statistics and their sources.  It then takes a closer look at the 

following areas (below the table): 

● Trends in UK cancer research funding 

● Trends in UK Average years of life lost  

● Routes to diagnosis 

● Recruitment to clinical trials 

Knowledge area Date of 

Source Data  

Data last 

checked 

The Key statistics 
  

Over 12,000 (actual 12,288) people in the UK are diagnosed with a 

primary brain tumour every year1  

Average 

2016 to 

2018 

May 2023 

Brain, other Central Nervous System and intracranial tumours is the 9th 

most common cancer in the UK, accounting for 3% of all new cancer 

cases.2  

Average 

2016 to 

2018 

May 2023 

13% of adults diagnosed with brain cancer in England survive five years 

or more compared to an average across all cancers of 52%.3 

Report 2023 

Data from 

2016 to 

2020, follow 

up to 2021 

May 2023 

38.9% of patients in England were diagnoses with a brain cancer through 

emergency presentation, in comparison to 18.5% for all cancers.4 

2018 May 2023 

At least 88,000 children and adults are estimated to be living with a brain 

tumour in the UK currently (England 68,500; Scotland 10,000; Northern 

Ireland 5,500; Wales 4,000). 86% of the 88,000 are living with low grade 

tumours and 14% with high grade tumours.5 

2020 May 2023 

 
1 Cancer Research UK. Brain, other CNS and intracranial tumours incidence statistics [Internet]. Cancer Research UK. [cited May 2023]. Available from: 
http://www.cancerresearchuk.org/health-professional/cancer-statistics/statistics-by-cancer-type/brain-tumours/incidence 

2 Cancer Research UK. Brain, other CNS and intracranial tumours incidence statistics [Internet]. Cancer Research UK. [cited May 2023]. Available from: 
http://www.cancerresearchuk.org/health-professional/cancer-statistics/statistics-by-cancer-type/brain-tumours/incidence 

3 Cancer Survival in England, cancers diagnosed 2016 to 2020, followed up to 2021 - NDRS (digital.nhs.uk) Adult cancer survival data tables  
4https://www.cancerdata.nhs.uk/routestodiagnosis . Plus see below table for more info. 
5 The Brain Tumour Charity ‘Brain tumour statistics 2020’ report, Page 23.. Prevalence has been estimated based on published survival rates and 
incidence from cancer registry data for England, Northern Ireland, Wales and Scotland. 

https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/cancer-survival-in-england/cancers-diagnosed-2016-to-2020-followed-up-to-2021
https://www.cancerdata.nhs.uk/routestodiagnosis
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Brain tumours are the biggest cancer killer of children and young adults 

in the UK (ages 5 to 24).6  Of the survivors of childhood brain tumours, 

60% do not achieve complete independence as adults. 7   

2019 May 2023 

3.2% of the over £700 million invested in UK cancer research funding in 

2019/20 was spent on brain tumours. NB this percent includes £6.6m 

(1%) - of spending by The Brain Tumour Charity.8 

2019/2020 May 2023 

727 people with brain cancer were recruited onto clinical trials in 

2020/21, an increase of 28% from the average of the previous 3 years. 9.  

2021 May 2023 

There are over 120 different types of brain and central nervous system 

tumours – it is not one disease10.  

2021 May 2023 

Brain cancer reduces life expectancy on average by 27 years  which is the 

highest of any of the big four cancers, and less survivable cancers.11  

2019 May 2023 

Every year, brain tumours result in an economic loss of £573 million as 

individuals of working age die from brain tumours. This represents the 

third biggest economic loss in projected lifetime earnings across all 

cancers.12 

2015 

 

May 2023 

On average, 60% of people who get diagnosed with a primary brain 

tumour in England will undergo chemotherapy, radiotherapy and/or 

surgery within the same year. 13 

Average of 

2016-2019 

May 2023 

Quality of life 
  

Brain tumour patient populations are fundamentally different from other 

cancer patient populations as brain tumour patients experience vastly 

different neurological and cognitive problems. 14 

2014 May 

2023 

 
6 https://vizhub.healthdata.org/gbd-compare/ . 2019 data, ages 5 to 24 

7 Attainment of Functional and Social Independence in Adult Survivors of Pediatric CNS Tumors: A Report From the St Jude Lifetime Cohort Study: 
https://ascopubs.org/doi/full/10.1200/JCO.2018.77.9454 
8 NCRI tables. Cancer Research Spend Data Package 2019 Final [Internet]. Accessed 2020. Available from: http://www.ncri.org.uk/what-we-
do/research-database/ 

9 Clinical trials in cancer - institute of cancer research. Available at: https://www.icr.ac.uk/media/docs/default-source/corporate-docs-accounts-and-
annual-reports/policy-statements/clinical-trials-in-cancer.pdf?sfvrsn=d2a92b69_8   
10 WHO Classification of Tumours Editorial Board (2021) ‘ICD-O topographical coding of central nervous system tumours’, in WHO classification of 
tumours of the central nervous system. Lyon: International Agency For Research On Cancer. 

11 GBD compare (2019) Global Burden of Disease . Available at: https://vizhub.healthdata.org/gbd-compare/ 

12 Creighton H, Beach B, Bamford S-M. Rethinking Cancer. The Big ‘C’: Quantifying the social and economic impact [Internet]. The International Longevity 
Centre; 2015. Available from: www.ilcuk.org.uk/images/uploads/publication-pdfs/Rethinking_Cancer_-_The_big_C.pdf 

13 GDO_data_wide_brain Spreadsheet (2019) Get Data Out NHS Digital. Available at: https://www.cancerdata.nhs.uk/getdataout/brain (Accessed: May 

2023). 

14Boele FW;Klein M;Reijneveld JC;Verdonck-de Leeuw IM;Heimans JJ; (2014) Symptom management and quality of life in glioma patients, CNS oncology. 
Available at: https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25054899/  

https://ascopubs.org/doi/full/10.1200/JCO.2018.77.9454
http://www.ilcuk.org.uk/images/uploads/publication-pdfs/Rethinking_Cancer_-_The_big_C.pdf
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Compared to patients with non-central nervous system cancers, low-

grade brain tumour patients report more fatigue, cognitive dysfunction, 

and altered mood states.15  

2008 May 

2023 

Cognitive deficits due to brain tumours or their treatment have an 

important weight on the quality of life of patients and caregivers. 

Research has found that cognitive rehabilitation support, although 

challenging to administer, can drastically improve patient’s quality of 

life.16 

2016 May 

2023 

NHS Experience (see also IBTC survey findings) 
  

When compared to other NHS cancer care experiences, brain tumour 

patients were the least likely to be involved in their treatment decisions 

at the level they wanted to be. They were also the least likely to have 

long-term side effects explained in a way they could understand prior to 

their treatment.17 

2021 May 

2023 

Diagnosis 
  

Every day 34 people in the UK are diagnosed with a brain tumour. 18 2018 May 

2023 

One in three people need to visit a medical professional more than five 

times before they receive their diagnosis of a brain tumour. 19 

2015 May 

2023 

The key symptoms for adults with brain tumours are seizure, weakness, 

confusion and issues with speech, cognition, vision or balance.  The 

likelihood of a brain tumour diagnosis becomes much stronger when the 

person has a headache, cognition issues or nausea in combination with 

these symptoms.20 

2018 May 

2023 

Incidence  
  

In England, of patients diagnosed with a brain or central nervous system 

tumour, 51% of are diagnosed with a cancerous tumour and 49% are 

diagnosed with non-cancerous tumour. 21  

2023 June 

2023 

 
15 Liu, R. et al. (2009) Quality of life in adults with brain tumors: Current knowledge and future directions, Neuro-oncology. Available at: 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2718978/ 

16 Bergo, E. et al. (2016) Cognitive rehabilitation in patients with gliomas and other brain tumors: State of the art, BioMed research international. 
Available at: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4963561/  

17 National Cancer Patient&nbsp; Experience Survey 2021: National report (Quantitative) (2022) NHS England. Available at: 

https://www.ncpes.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/CPES21_Standard-National-Report_JK-PF-NG_RM_BA_SH_280622_FINAL.pdf. 

18 Cancer Research UK. Brain, other CNS and intracranial tumours statistics [Internet]. Cancer Research UK. [cited 2022]. Available from: 
http://www.cancerresearchuk.org/health-professional/cancer-statistics/statistics-by-cancer-type/brain-tumours 

19 The Brain Tumour Charity. Losing Myself: The reality of life with a Brain Tumour [Internet]. 2015. Available from: 
https://www.thebraintumourcharity.org/about-us/our-publications/losing-myself-reality-life-brain-tumour/ 
20 Ozawa, M. Brennan, P. M. Zienius, K. Kurian, K. M.Hollingworth, W. Weller, D. Hamilton, W. Grant, R. Ben-Shlomo, Y. Symptoms in primary care with 
time to diagnosis of brain tumours. Family Practice. 35, 551–558 (2018) DOI: https://doi.org/10.1093/fampra/cmx139O 

21 Get Data Out NHS Digital (2023). Available at: https://www.cancerdata.nhs.uk/getdataout/brain 
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Incidence rates for brain, other CNS and intracranial tumours are lower 

in the Asian and Black ethnic groups, and in people of mixed or multiple 

ethnicity, compared with the White ethnic group, in England.22 

Average of 

incidence 

rates 2013-

2017 

May 

2023 

Mortality and survival  
  

One-year survival rates of brain cancer patients vary massively across England  

with survival in different Cancer Alliances ranging  from 49.5% to 36.3%, the 

greatest variation of any cancer.23 Across all of England, the average one-year 

survival is 41.7%.24 

2021 May 

2023 

Children and teenagers / young adults specific 
  

501 children aged 14 and under are diagnosed with a brain tumour on average 

each year in the UK25  

2018 May 2023 

The average time for a childhood brain tumour to be diagnosed is 6.7 weeks 

from the first symptoms (reduced from over three months with our HeadSmart 

campaign).  26. 

2022 May 2023 

60% of survivors of childhood brain tumours do not achieve complete 

independence as adults. 27 

2018 May 2023 

 

  

 
22 https://www.cancerresearchuk.org/health-professional/cancer-statistics/statistics-by-cancer-type/brain-other-cns-and-intracranial-
tumours#heading-Zero 
23   https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/41125/pdf/ 

24 Adult cancer survival data tables (2022) NHS Digital. Available at: https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/cancer-
survival-in-england/cancers-diagnosed-2016-to-2020-followed-up-to-2021 
25 Brain, other CNS and intracranial tumours incidence statistics (2022) Cancer Research UK. Available at: https://www.cancerresearchuk.org/health-
professional/cancer-statistics/statistics-by-cancer-type/brain-other-cns-and-intracranial-tumours/incidence#heading-One 

26 Impact of the HeadSmart early diagnosis campaign (2022) The Brain Tumour Charity. Available at: https://www.thebraintumourcharity.org/brain-
tumour-diagnosis-treatment/child-brain-tumour-research/impact-of-the-headsmart-early-diagnosis-campaign/  

27 Brinkman, T.M. and Ness, K.K. (2018) Attainment of Functional and Social Independence in Adult Survivors of Pediatric CNS Tumors: A Report From 
the St Jude Lifetime Cohort Study. Available at: https://ascopubs.org/doi/10.1200/JCO.2018.77.9454 
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Global statistics for brain cancer 

The global prevalence for people living with brain cancer is 1,065,294 people, with an incidence of 347,992 per 

year and a mortality of 246,253 in 201928. Note that this does not include non-cancerous brain tumours, which 

represent just over half (53%)29 of the incidence in the UK and where survival is largely much longer. So scaling 

this up, it can be estimated that roughly 740k people get a brain tumour globally each year.  

This means global prevalence is likely to be much higher than 1 million for all brain tumours. It is not directly 

comparable (as many low grade tumours are cancerous) but, in the UK, for every one person living with a high 

grade brain tumour, there are a further 6 people living with a low grade tumour.30 

 

Trends in UK cancer research funding  

The total cancer research spend, as recorded by the NCRI, has risen 32% over the last decade, from £532m in 

2010/11 to £701m in 2019/20, including spend by The Brain Tumour Charity of £1.1m and £6.6m respectively. 

(NB we are not members of the NCRI and we are ignoring 2020/21 due to the impact of Covid).  This compares 

to USA funding of $237m in 2019/20.  The total UK funding into brain tumour research has increased by 348% 

over the same ten years from £6.4m to £22.3m (see graph below) - meaning that the proportion of total cancer 

funding spent on brain tumours has increased from 1.2% in 2010/11 to 3.2% in 2019/20.   

 

NCRI source: https://www.ncri.org.uk/how-we-work/cancer-research-database/trends-in-disease-site-spend/ 

TBTC source: https://www.thebraintumourcharity.org/about-us/annual-report-and-accounts/ 

 
28 Global Burden of Disease, accessed 2021. https://vizhub.healthdata.org/gbd-results/ 
29 Cancer Research UK. Brain, other CNS and intracranial tumours incidence statistics [Internet]. Cancer Research UK. [cited May 2021]. NB numbers do 
not add due to scope of underlying data – see source. Available from: http://www.cancerresearchuk.org/health-professional/cancer-statistics/statistics-
by-cancer-type/brain-tumours/incidence 

 
30 The Brain Tumour Charity ‘Brain tumour statistics 2020’ report, Page 23, accessed July 2021. Prevalence has been estimated based on published 
survival rates and incidence from cancer registry data for England, Northern Ireland, Wales and Scotland. 

 

https://www.ncri.org.uk/how-we-work/cancer-research-database/trends-in-disease-site-spend/
https://www.thebraintumourcharity.org/about-us/annual-report-and-accounts/
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USA source: https://www.cancer.gov/about-nci/budget/fact-book/data/research-funding) 

Trends in UK Average years of life lost  
Average years of life lost (AYLL) is considered an important measure of the burden of a disease on a population. 

The average years of life lost to (high grade) brain tumours has improved to 27.26% (2019), an increase over 

the last decade from 28.7% in 2009. Sadly, current AYLL for brain tumours is by far the highest of any of the big 

four cancers, less survivable cancers. (see table below).   

 

 

Source: YLL and mortality from the Global Burden of Disease, with a three year lag on the data: 

http://ghdx.healthdata.org/gbd-results-tool 

 

Comparison to average years of life lost across all cancers 

This compares to the average years of life lost across all cancers and ages in the UK of 18.1 (see table below, 

also from the GLobal Burden of Disease above) 

 

Routes to diagnosis 

Source: CancerData 
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Brain and central nervous system cancer
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Colon and rectum cancer

Tracheal, bronchus, and lung cancer

Prostate cancer

Breast cancer

Average years of Life Lost
(Source Global Burden of Disease Database, UK data)

2009 2019

https://www.cancer.gov/about-nci/budget/fact-book/data/research-funding
http://ghdx.healthdata.org/gbd-results-tool
http://ghdx.healthdata.org/gbd-results-tool
http://ghdx.healthdata.org/gbd-results-tool
https://www.cancerdata.nhs.uk/routestodiagnosis
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In 2018, 38.9% of patients were diagnoses with a brain tumour through emergency presentation, in 

comparison to 18% for all cancers. 

 

 

 

Source: NCIN 'Routes to diagnosis' Workbook 'a': http://www.ncin.org.uk/publications/routes_to_diagnosis 

The 1, 12, 24 and 36 month survival statistics show variations according to the route of diagnosis. The poorest 

12 month survival (30%) is associated with emergency presentations (at A&E) and the best via GP (57%) or 

other outpatient referral (eg optician) (58%), compared to an average of 42% overall. Although it is likely that 

the more aggressive brain tumours result in faster symptom onset and therefore more emergency 

presentations, on first impression it would appear beneficial to survival to act on earlier symptoms where they 

exist and avoid delaying until they become an emergency. The same source also has information of percent of 

people following the different routes.  58% of people (between 2012-2016) were emergency presentations (ie 

at A&E), the highest of any cancer other than leukemia (66%). 

http://www.ncin.org.uk/publications/routes_to_diagnosis
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Recruitment to clinical trials 

Source: ICR ‘Clinical trials in cancer’ report 2021 

Brain cancer summary 

727 people with brain cancer were recruited onto clinical trials in 2020/21, an increase of 28% from the 

average of the previous 3 years.  The vast majority (over 90%) of this was onto non-commercial (academic) 

trials, inline with other cancers. Brain tumours were the only cancer where recruitment went up over this 

period, which is encouraging.  

Key findings from the overall report: 

● Total recruitment into clinical cancer trials in England between the financial year 2017-18 and 2020-21 

was just over a quarter of a million (228,905).  

● Recruitment into non-commercial cancer trials was far greater than into commercial trials; over this 

time period non-commercial research recruited around 13 times (12.7) more patients than commercial 

trials.  

● Annual recruitment into clinical trials for cancer showed a steady increase in the three years before the 

pandemic, from 61,810 in the financial year 2017-18 to a peak of 71,709 in the financial year 2019-20.  

● Compared with the combined average of the three years before the pandemic (67,057) in the financial 

year 2020-21 recruitment fell dramatically to 27,734 – a fall of 59%.  

● Recruitment into clinical trials across the years from the financial year 2017-2018 to the financial year 

2020-2021 varied significantly by cancer subspecialty. The highest recruitment was seen in trials for 

breast cancer and lung cancer, and the lowest in brain cancer and skin cancer. There were different 

patterns in recruitment across the cancer sub-specialties over the four years.  

● In the financial year 2020-21 recruitment fell across all cancer subspecialities analysed except for brain 

cancer and radiotherapy. 

https://www.icr.ac.uk/media/docs/default-source/corporate-docs-accounts-and-annual-reports/policy-statements/clinical-trials-in-cancer.pdf?sfvrsn=d2a92b69_8
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