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Gall bladder
Bile acids, which are used in digestion, are 
stored in the gall bladder and released into 
the small intestine on ingestion of fatty 
foods. Certain bacteria in the gut convert 
bile acids into toxic chemicals that might 
contribute to liver cancer.

Bile duct
Bile, which is produced in the 
liver, travels to the gall bladder 
and then on to the small intestine 
through the thin, tubular bile 
duct. Bile-duct cancer, also known 
as cholangiocarcinoma, is less 
common than disease that starts 
in the lobes of the liver itself.

Liver
The liver contributes to a wide range of functions, including 
digestion, detoxi�cation and metabolism. It is also the only internal 
human organ that can regenerate: as little as 25% of its original 
tissue is necessary to restore the liver to its original size. HCC is 
named after the cells in which it develops, the hepatocytes. 
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Bile-duct cancer
Bile-duct cancer is more common than HCC in 
some Asian countries, but it makes up a relatively 
small number of liver-cancer cases worldwide4.

~15%

HCC 

HCC accounts for the overwhelming majority 
of liver cancers3. It is the disease addressed by this 
Outlook, as well as by most liver-cancer research.

~78%

Hepatoblastoma and various liver 
sarcomas and carcinomas
These include most cases of 
paediatric liver cancer, which has 
increased in incidence in recent 
years but is still a rare disease.
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UNITED STATES

Poor diet, low activity levels 
and genetics all contribute to 
high rates of obesity and fatty 
liver disease in the United 
States. Liver cancer is 17–18% 
likelier among overweight 
people and 83–89% likelier 
among obese people5,6. 
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GAMBIA 

The hepatitis B virus (HBV) 
causes around half of all cases 
of liver cancer worldwide8. 
Gambia once had one of the 
world’s highest rates of HBV 
infection, but a vaccination 
programme started in 1990 
has begun to have an e�ect9.

EGYPT 

The hepatitis C virus (HCV) is 
responsible for about 15% of 
all global liver-cancer cases8, 
and Egypt has the world’s 
highest rate of HCV11. 
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SUDAN

A�atoxin fungi, found on crops 
such as maize (corn) and 
peanuts, might cause up to 28% 
of liver cancers worldwide12. 
Sudan has unusually high crop 
concentrations of a�atoxin, 
which has synergistic e�ects 
with HBV and HCV.
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MONGOLIA

Mongolia has the world’s 
highest incidence of liver 
cancer, at 78 cases per 
100,000 residents1. It has 
unusually high rates of alcohol 
abuse and infection with HBV 
and HCV.
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THAILAND

Eating raw �sh infested with a 
parasitic �atworm called a 
liver �uke can cause bile-duct 
cancer. The liver �uke is 
common in Thailand, one of 
the few countries where 
bile-duct cancers are more 
common than HCC. 
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Liver-cancer incidence among men in Osaka prefecture, one of the worst-hit groups in Japan16
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Liver disease takes decades to progress to cancer, which makes prevention research di�cult. In Japan, a 30-year gap separated the peak of hepatitis infections 
(both HBV and HCV) and the resulting rise in liver cancer15. But public-health e�orts on multiple fronts are bringing liver-cancer rates back down.

A  S U C C E S S  S T O R Y
Liver disease takes decades to progress to cancer, which makes prevention research di�cult. In Japan, a 30-year gap separated the peak of hepatitis infections 
(both HBV and HCV) and the resulting rise in liver cancer15. But public-health e�orts on multiple fronts are bringing liver-cancer rates back down.

Li
ve

r-
ca

n
ce

r 
in

ci
d
en

ce
 r

at
es

(p
er

 1
0
0
,0

0
0
 p

eo
p
le

)

Widespread methamphetamine abuse begins

Methamphetamine abuse declines Testing of blood 
donations for HBV 
begins

Nationwide HBV immunization 
programme implemented

Testing of blood 
donations for HCV begins

Start of national 
hepatitis and 
liver-cancer 
screeningMethamphetamine ban enacted

1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 201019501945 1955 1960 1965

2009
First year since 1969 that 
HCC rates in the United 

States did not rise7

60
Percentage of liver-cancer cases 

in Sudan (before the country split) 
that could be due to a�atoxin13

×8
Di�erence between liver-cancer 

incidence in Mongolia and 
the global average1 

89
Percentage of liver-cancer 

cases caused by liver �ukes 
in Khon Kaen, Thailand14

14.7
Percentage of people 

in Egypt who are 
infected with HCV11

Methamphetamine abuse and 
the use of dirty needles spread 
HBV and HCV after the Second 
World War. This, combined with 
high levels of smoking and 
alcoholism, caused a delayed 
spike in liver-cancer rates.
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