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Leukemia 
New cases: An estimated 54,270 new cases of leukemia are 
expected in 2015. Leukemia is a cancer of the bone marrow and 
blood and is classified into four main groups according to cell 
type and rate of growth: acute lymphocytic (ALL), chronic lym-
phocytic (CLL), acute myeloid (AML), and chronic myeloid 
(CML). The majority (91%) of leukemia cases are diagnosed in 
adults 20 years of age and older. Among adults, the most common 
types are CLL (36%) and AML (32%). In contrast, ALL is most 
common before age 20, accounting for 76% of cases. Overall leu-
kemia incidence rates have been slowly increasing over the past 
few decades; from 2007 to 2011, rates increased by 1.6% per year 
in males and 0.6% per year in females. 

Deaths: An estimated 24,450 deaths are expected to occur in 
2015. In contrast to incidence, death rates for leukemia have 
been declining for the past several decades; from 2007 to 2011, 
rates decreased by about 1.0% per year in both sexes. 

Signs and symptoms: Symptoms may include fatigue, paleness, 
weight loss, repeated infections, fever, bruising easily, and nose-
bleeds or other hemorrhages. In acute leukemia, these signs can 
appear suddenly. Chronic leukemia typically progresses slowly 
with few symptoms and is often diagnosed during routine blood 
tests. Patients with CML or CLL may experience pain or a sense 
of fullness in the upper left abdomen due to an enlarged spleen, 
while swollen lymph nodes can be seen in patients with CLL. 

Risk factors: Exposure to ionizing radiation increases the risk 
of most types of leukemia (excluding CLL). Medical radiation, 
such as that used in cancer treatment, is one of the most com-
mon sources of radiation exposure. Leukemia may also occur as 
a side effect of chemotherapy. Children with Down syndrome 
and certain other genetic abnormalities are at increased risk of 
leukemia. Workers in the rubber-manufacturing industry also 
have an increased risk. Studies suggest that obesity increases 
the risk of leukemia. 

Some risk factors are most closely associated with specific types 
of leukemia. For example, family history is a strong risk factor 
for CLL. Cigarette smoking is a risk factor for AML in adults, and 
there is accumulating evidence that parental smoking before 
and after childbirth may increase the risk of childhood leuke

*For those who are free of cancer at the beginning of each age interval. †All sites excludes basal cell and squamous cell skin cancers and in situ cancers except urinary 
bladder. ‡Statistic is for whites. 

Source: DevCan: Probability of Developing or Dying of Cancer Software, Version 6.7.1. Statistical Research and Applications Branch, National Cancer Institute, 2014. 
srab.cancer.gov/devcan.

Please note: The probability of developing cancer for additional sites, as well as the probability of cancer death, can be found in Supplemental Data at cancer.org/research/
cancerfactsstatistics/index.
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