Cancer Is Striking More Young People, and

Doctors Are Alarmed and Baffled

Researchers are trying to figure out what is making more young

adults sick, and how to identify those at high risk

By Brianna Abbott

| Photographs by Sarah Blesener for The Wall Street Journal

Jan. 11, 2024 10:01 am ET

Cancer Is Striking More Young People

_

Baffled doctors are trying to determine what is behind the rise in early-onset cases

By BRIANNA ABEBOTT

Meilin Keen was studying for the
har exam and preparing to move to
New York City last June when she

tarted throwing up blood.

Keen, 27 years old, learned days

er that she has gastric cancer. She
ostponed the bar exam. Brain fog
m chemotherapy made it hard to do
r legal work.

Surgeons removed her stomach in
cember. Keen is coming to terms
th all that means for her diet, her
alth, even her dating life. “That’s a

fun icebreaker: I don’t have a stomach
anymore,” she said.

Cancer is hitting more young people
in the U.S. and around the globe, baf-
fling doctors. Diagnosis rates in the
U.S. rose in 2019 to 107.8 cases per
100,000 people under 50, up 12.8%
from 95.6 in 2000, federal data show. A
study in BMJ Oncology last year re-
ported a sharp global rise in cancers in
people under 50, with the highest rates
in North America, Australia and West-
ern Europe.

Doctors are racing to figure out
what is making them sick, and how to

identify young people who are at high
risk. They suspect that changes in the
way we live—less physical activity,
more ultra-processed foods, new tox-
ins—have raised the risk for younger
generations.

“The patients are getting younger,”
said Dr. Andrea Cercek, who co-directs
a program for early-onset gastrointes-
tinal cancer patients at Memorial Sloan
Kettering Cancer Center in New York,
where Keen was treated. “It’s likely
some environmental change, whether
it’s something in our food, our medica-
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