
Lung cancer is often thought of as a disease affecting older adults, yet a growing
number of cases are being diagnosed in younger people with no known risk factors.
Research shows lung cancer diagnosed in younger adults may be clinically and
biologically different from lung cancer diagnosed later in life:⁴

Compared with typical lung cancer
cases, young-onset disease is more
likely to:

YOUNG-ONSET LUNG CANCER

Lung cancer in younger adults is rare—but distinct.

Key Statistics

1 in 10
lung cancer diagnoses occur
in people age 50 and younger.¹,²

Up to 84%
of tumors in young people with lung cancer
contain targetable genetic mutations.

These mutations, often involving genes such
as EGFR and ALK that can be targeted with
specific treatments called precision medicine,
means they may have better outcomes.3

Under age 40
lung cancer diagnosis have several distinct
characteristics and occur more often
in women.²

What makes young
lung cancer di�erent?
Research shows lung cancer diagnosed
in younger adults has several distinct
characteristics.

Be diagnosed at a later stage
Symptoms may not immediately raise 
suspicion of lung cancer in younger adults.⁴

Affect a higher proportion of women
Women represent a larger share of lung 
cancer cases among younger patients 
compared with older populations.⁴

Be adenocarcinoma
Adenocarcinoma accounts for a higher 
proportion of lung cancers diagnosed in 
younger adults.⁴

Contain targetable driver mutations
Younger patients are more likely to have 
tumors with actionable genomic alterations, 
including EGFR and ALK mutations.⁴

EMAIL info@go2.org  |  FOR SUPPORT CALL 1-800-298-2436  |  go2.org



Why young lung cancer may be diagnosed later 4

Emerging Research

Why this matters

Recognizing the distinct characteristics of
young-onset lung cancer is critical to:

• Improve awareness among clinicians and patients

• Support timely diagnosis

• Ensure access to genomic testing and
 targeted therapies

• Expand research into causes and risk factors
 affecting younger adults and save lives

Screening eligibility limitations
Current lung cancer screening guidelines generally begin at age 50 and focus on 
individuals with a significant smoking history.

Symptoms may be attributed to other causes
Symptoms such as cough, fatigue, or chest discomfort may initially be attributed to 
common respiratory illnesses or other conditions.

Lower clinical suspicion
Because lung cancer is uncommon in younger adults, clinicians may be less likely to 
initially suspect the disease.

New research findings by GO2 suggest 
environmental and lifestyle factors may 
play a role in lung cancer in younger adults 
without typical risk factors.5
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Diet & exposure
Foods linked to pesticide exposure may be
connected to certain tumor types.

Hormones
Higher oral contraceptive use raises questions
about hormone-related risks.

New causes under study
Lung cancer in younger adults may develop
through different pathways, pointing to possible
preventable risk factors.
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