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Abstract

Background: Squamous cell carcinoma of the anus (SCCA) incidence is rising in the United States. Study of incidence trends
by stage at diagnosis, age-specific and birth cohort patterns, and trends in mortality could provide evidence for a true in-
crease and etiological clues for the increase in incidence.
Methods: Using the US Cancer Statistics dataset, we examined trends in SCCA incidence (2001–2015) and mortality (2001–
2016) rates. Join-point regression was used to compute annual and average annual percentage change (AAPC). Incidence pat-
terns by 5-year age group and birth cohort were evaluated using incidence rate ratios (IRRs) and age-period-cohort modeling.
Results: SCCA incidence increased 2.7% per year (95% confidence interval [CI] ¼ 2.1% to 3.3%), with pronounced increases in age
groups 50 years and older. Distant-stage SCCA incidence tripled (AAPC ¼ 8.6%, 95% CI ¼ 5.4% to 12.0%, among men and AAPC¼
7.5%, 95% CI¼ 4.8% to 10.2%, among women) and regional-stage SCCA incidence nearly doubled (AAPC ¼ 4.7% for men and
women) in both sexes; the AAPC for localized stage was 1.3% (95% CI¼ 0.6% to 2.0%) in men and 2.3% (95% CI¼ 1.8% to 2.8%) in
women. Compared with adults born circa 1946, recently born black men (born circa 1986) had a nearly fivefold higher risk
(IRR ¼ 4.7, 95% CI¼ 2.1 to 10.2) of SCCA, and the risk doubled among white men (IRR ¼ 2.0, 95% CI¼ 1.7 to 2.2) and white women
(IRR ¼ 2.1, 95% CI¼ 1.9 to 2.3) born after circa 1960. Anal cancer mortality rates increased 3.1% per year (95% CI ¼ 2.6% to 3.5%)
with statistically significant increases in age groups 50 years and older. SCCA incidence-based mortality increased 1.9%
annually (95% CI¼ 0.5% to 3.4%), with a notable (4.9%, 95% CI¼ 2.4% to 7.3%, per year) rise in adults ages 60–69 years.
Conclusion: The increase in SCCA incidence, particularly advanced-stage disease, and a similar increase in mortality suggest
a true increase in the occurrence of SCCA. Future research and improved prevention are urgently needed to mitigate the in-
creasing disease burden.

Squamous cell carcinoma of the anus (SCCA) is the most com-
mon histologic subtype of anal cancer, and more than 90% of in-
cident cancers are associated with human papillomavirus (HPV)
(1). Adenocarcinoma is the second most common subtype that
is very rare and etiologically different because HPV has been
detected in a small fraction of cases (2,3). Previous studies have
reported that SCCA incidence more than doubled between the
late 1970s and early 2010s in the United States (4,5), whereas ad-
enocarcinoma incidence has declined (4). To date, it is unclear

whether the observed increase in SCCA incidence is attributable
to an increase in early-stage tumors reflecting increased diag-
nostic scrutiny or whether the increase has occurred across tu-
mor stages, supporting evidence for a real increase.

Because cervical cancer screening for analogous HPV-related
tumors has resulted in a more than 50% decline in cervical can-
cer incidence (6), similar screening techniques for SCCA preven-
tion have been implemented for some high-risk groups (7–9).
However, the impact of screening on SCCA incidence remains
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unclear (10–12). Screening may also result in early-stage tumor
diagnosis (13,14), but given its inconsistency and limited avail-
ability in most geographic regions (11,15), the increase in SCCA
incidence is unlikely to be attributable to an artifact of detecting
tumors as a result of increased diagnostic scrutiny. In addition,
trends in SCCA mortality rates in the United States remain
undescribed. Evidence of increasing SCCA deaths could confirm
a true increase in the occurrence of SCCA.

Since the 1950s, dramatic changes in the risk factors for
SCCA have occurred, including an ideological shift in sexual
behaviors (normalization of receptive anal intercourse and in-
creased number of sexual partners) and the emergence of the
HIV epidemic (especially among men who have sex with men)
(16–18), that may have influenced SCCA trends in contemporary
birth cohorts. However, none of the prior studies simulta-
neously examined temporal SCCA incidence patterns by age,
calendar period, and year of birth. Birth cohort analysis could
provide etiological clues into the increase in SCCA rates by
unraveling factors that equally affect all ages (period effects)
from the factors that vary by generations (cohort effects) due to
changes in exposures or behaviors.

Our objective was to describe contemporary SCCA incidence
and mortality trends in the United States. To examine possible
reasons for increasing SCCA incidence, we studied trends by
age and stage at diagnosis and year of birth and evaluated mor-
tality trends by SCCA diagnostic characteristics.

Methods

Data Sources

We analyzed the US Cancer Statistics dataset from the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention’s National Program of Cancer
Registries and the National Cancer Institute’s Surveillance,
Epidemiology, and End Results (SEER) Program on cases of SCCA di-
agnosed from 2001 to 2015 covering 99% of the US population for
all 50 states and the District of Columbia (cases diagnosed in
Mississippi during 2001–2002 were unavailable) (19).

Anal cancer death data were derived from information
recorded in death certificates ascertained from the National
Center for Health Statistics. We assessed trends in anal cancer
death rates using nationwide data. To evaluate mortality by
cancer diagnostic characteristics (ie, histology, age at diagnosis,
and stage) that are not collected on death certificates, we used
the incidence-based mortality file that links the SEER-13 cancer
incidence file with death certificate information (20). To prevent
underestimation of incidence-based mortality rates, we consid-
ered diagnoses during 1992–2016 and deaths during 2001–2016.

Demographic Characteristics

The demographic characteristics information submitted to each
cancer registry were abstracted from patient medical records.
We identified the age of cancer diagnosis and sex at birth. Race
and ethnicity was classified into categories—non-Hispanic
whites, non-Hispanic blacks, Hispanics, and non-Hispanic other
races, including American Indian or Alaska Natives and Asian
or Pacific Islanders.

Case Definitions and Tumor Characteristics

We identified anal cancer cases based on International
Classification of Diseases for Oncology, 3rd edition (ICD-O-3; site

codes C21.0-C21.2, C21.8, excluding histology codes 9050–9055,
9140, 9590–9992) (21). Anal cancer cases were classified by site
(anal, not otherwise specified [C21.0], anal canal [C21.1], cloaco-
genic zone [C21.2], and overlapping lesion of rectum, anus, and
anal canal [C21.8]). All cancers were malignant, and histological
codes (8050–8076, 8083–8084, 8123–8124) were used to confirm
SCCA. To classify stage at diagnosis, we used SEER Summary
Stage 2000: localized (confined to anus), regional (spread outside
the anal area to nearby structures or lymph nodes), distant
(spread to distant parts of the body), and unknown stage (22).
Persons of unknown age and sex and those whose cancer was
diagnosed at autopsy or was first documented on the death cer-
tificate were excluded. The final analytical sample consisted of
microscopically confirmed cases (Supplementary Figure 1,
available online).

Statistical Analysis

SCCA incidence rates (overall and for 5-year calendar periods
2001–2005, 2006–2010, and 2011–2015) by subgroups of sex, age
at diagnosis, race and ethnicity, and stage at diagnosis (local-
ized, regional, distant, unknown) were estimated. Rate ratios
and 95% confidence intervals (CI) were estimated by age to de-
termine peak incidence over the three calendar periods. We
used SEER*Stat version 8.3.5 to estimate incidence and mortality
rates. Person-years were estimated by summing population
sizes across calendar years. Incidence estimates were age-ad-
justed to the 2000 US standard population and were expressed
per 100 000 person-years.

To quantify trends in incidence rates and mortality over
time and to calculate annual percentage changes (APCs) and av-
erage APCs (AAPCs) (23), we used the National Cancer Institute’s
Joinpoint Regression Analysis program (version 4.7.0). The APC
characterizes trend, a single regression line on a log scale fitted
over a fixed interval, whereas the AAPC is a weighted average of
the APCs from the join-point model with the weights equal to
the length of the APC interval. To determine whether the trends
were different from 0, a t test was used for zero join-points, and
a z test was used for one or more join-points. Statistical signifi-
cance was assessed at an a level of P< .05, and all hypotheses
were two-sided.

We used age-period-cohort models to simultaneously evalu-
ate the effect of age, period, and birth cohort on SCCA incidence
(24). For this, we grouped age (fourteen 5-year age groups [20 to
�85 years]) and periods with 5-year interval to identify individu-
als who belong to approximately the same birth cohort (fifteen
5-year birth cohorts [1916–1990]). Birth cohort models were fit-
ted using the National Cancer Institute’s Age Period Cohort web
tool (25). Cohort effects are presented graphically as incidence
rate ratios (IRRs) adjusted for age and calendar period effects.
For comparison, we chose the reference year corresponding to
the 1946 cohort (this arbitrary choice of reference year value
does not affect result interpretation).

Results

Patient Characteristics

Between 2001 and 2015, 68 809 individuals met the case defini-
tion and were included in the incidence analysis. Women
(64.9%), non-Hispanic whites (81.8%), those aged 50 years or
older (79.5%), and individuals with localized stage disease
(50.3%) comprised the majority of SCCA cases (Table 1).
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SCCA Incidence by Age, Sex, and Race/Ethnicity

SCCA incidence rates as a function of age and race and ethnicity
over time are presented in Figure 1; Rate ratios are available in
Supplementary Tables 1 and 2 (available online). Between 2001
and 2015, among white men, the incidence increased steadily
up to age 65–69 years. For white women, in 2001–2005, the inci-
dence rates increased sharply from age 30 to 54 years and then
gradually until age 70 to 74 years. In 2006–2010, the incidence in-
creased sharply from 30 to 54 years of age and gradually up to
age 59 years and it was more or less stable for the older age
groups. Finally, between 2011 and 2015, the incidence rates in-
creased sharply among white women aged 30–59 years and
gradually up to age 69 years, whereas a decline was observed in
older age groups. Notably, among black men, the incidence
rates increased steeply at younger ages (35–39 years during
2001–2005, 40–44 years during 2006–2010, and 45–49 years dur-
ing 2006–2015), whereas the increase in black women was ob-
served until age 65–69 years. The incidence among Hispanic
men increased until age 45–49 years and remained stable in
older age groups. In contrast, incidence rates increased with ad-
vancing age in Hispanic women.

Trends in SCCA Incidence

Between 2001 and 2015, overall SCCA incidence increased 2.7%
(95% CI¼ 2.1% to 3.3%) annually (Supplementary Table 3, avail-
able online); the increases among men and women were 2.2%
(95% CI¼ 1.1% to 3.3%) (Supplementary Table 4, available online)
and 3.1% (95% CI¼ 2.6% to 3.7%) (Supplementary Table 5,

available online), respectively. Among men, the most pro-
nounced increase was observed in those who were black (AAPC
¼ 2.8%, 95% CI¼ 1.3% to 4.4%), whereas the increase among
whites was 2.3% (95% CI¼ 1.7% to 3.0%) annually. Incidence in-
creased rapidly among white women (3.7% per year, 95%
CI¼ 3.1% to 4.3%) and black women (2.6% per year, 95% CI¼ 1.7%
to 3.5%). No statistically significant changes were observed for
Hispanics and other races or ethnicities.

Trends in SCCA incidence rates by age and stage at diagnosis
are shown graphically in Figure 2 with observed rates plotted
with modeled join-point trends in Supplementary Tables 4 and
5 (available online). From 2001 to 2015, a statistically significant
decline in SCCA rates was observed among men younger than
40 years (AAPC ¼ �2.9%, P¼ .002) but not among women (AAPC
¼ �1.3%, P¼ .16). In both sexes aged 40–49 years, a statistically
significant increase was observed during 2001–2009 (APC ¼ 5.5%
for men and 2.3% for women) followed by a decline (APC of
�8.8% for men and �3.1% for women during 2009–2015). The in-
crease in incidence was statistically significant for all age
groups 50 years and older: AAPCs for men 50–59, 60–69, and
70 years and older were 4.2%, 2.7%, and 3.8% and for women
were 5.0%, 5.3%, and 2.5%, respectively. A statistically signifi-
cant increase was observed for localized stage SCCA (AAPC ¼
1.3%, 95% CI¼ 0.6 to 2.0, for men and 2.3%, 95% CI¼ 1.8% to 2.8%,
for women); the increase was rapid for distant-stage SCCA
(AAPC ¼ 8.6%, 95% CI¼ 5.4% to 12.0%, for men and 7.5%, 95%
CI¼ 4.8 % to 10.2%, for women) and regional-stage SCCA (AAPC
¼ 4.7%, P< .001, for men and women). As a result, the propor-
tion of cases diagnosed with regional plus distant stage in-
creased from 30.5% to 44.6% in men and 33.9% to 47% in women

Table 1. SCCA incidence (2001–2015): NPCR and SEER Registry Databases

Characteristic

Total

Calendar years

2001–2005 2006–2010 2011–2015

Cases* No. (%) Rate† (95% CI) Cases* No. (%) Rate† (95% CI) Cases* No. (%) Rate† (95% CI) Cases* No. (%) Rate† (95% CI)

Overall 68 809 1.41 (1.40 to 1.42) 17 542 1.20 (1.18 to 1.22) 23 031 1.42 (1.40 to 1.44) 28 236 1.56 (1.54 to 1.58)
Sex

Men 24 141 (35.1) 1.07 (1.06 to 1.08) 6358 (36.2) 0.94 (0.91 to 0.96) 8185 (35.5) 1.09 (1.06 to 1.11) 9598 (34.0) 1.15 (1.13 to 1.18)
Women 44 668 (64.9) 1.70 (1.69 to 1.72) 11 184 (63.8) 1.42 (1.39 to 1.44) 14 846 (64.5) 1.70 (1.67 to 1.73) 18 638 (66.0) 1.93 (1.90 to 1.95)

Race and ethnicity
NH white 56 013 (81.8) 1.52 (1.51 to 1.54) 14 418 (82.5) 1.27 (1.25 to 1.29) 18 710 (81.6) 1.53 (1.51 to 1.55) 22 885 (81.5) 1.72 (1.70 to 1.74)
NH black 6975 (10.2) 1.38 (1.35 to 1.41) 1746 (10.0) 1.17 (1.12 to 1.23) 2352 (10.3) 1.39 (1.34 to 1.45) 2877 (10.2) 1.53 (1.47 to 1.59)
Hispanic 4518 (6.6) 1.05 (1.02 to 1.08) 1085 (6.2) 1.00 (0.94 to 1.07) 1525 (6.7) 1.06 (1.00 to 1.11) 1908 (6.8) 1.07 (1.02 to 1.12)
Other‡ 987 (1.4) 0.41 (0.39 to 0.44) 237 (1.4) 0.39 (0.34 to 0.44) 343 (1.5) 0.44 (0.39 to 0.49) 407 (1.4) 0.41 (0.37 to 0.45)

Age at diagnosis, y
<40 2541 (3.7) 0.11 (0.11 to 0.12) 992 (5.7) 0.13 (0.12 to 0.14) 806 (3.5) 0.11 (0.10 to 0.12) 743 (2.6) 0.10 (0.09 to 0.11)
40–49 11 622 (16.9) 1.76 (1.73 to 1.79) 3665 (20.9) 1.65 (1.60 to 1.71) 4302 (18.7) 1.91 (1.86 to 1.97) 3655 (12.9) 1.71 (1.65 to 1.76)
50–59 20 486 (29.8) 3.45 (3.40 to 3.50) 4522 (25.8) 2.60 (2.53 to 2.68) 7142 (31.0) 3.55 (3.47 to 3.63) 8822 (31.2) 4.04 (3.96 to 4.13)
60–69 16 829 (24.5) 4.17 (4.10 to 4.23) 3534 (20.1) 3.25 (3.14 to 3.36) 5212 (22.6) 3.93 (3.82 to 4.03) 8083 (28.6) 4.98 (4.87 to 5.09)
�70 17 331 (25.2) 4.21 (4.14 to 4.27) 4829 (27.5) 3.75 (3.64 to 3.85) 5569 (24.2) 4.13 (4.02 to 4.24) 6933 (24.6) 4.68 (4.57 to 4.79)

Stage at diagnosis
Localized 34 592 (50.3) 0.71 (0.70 to 0.72) 9395 (53.6) 0.64 (0.63 to 0.66) 11 326 (49.2) 0.70 (0.69 to 0.71) 13 871 (49.1) 0.77 (0.76 to 0.78)
Regional 21 076 (30.6) 0.43 (0.43 to 0.44) 4844 (27.6) 0.33 (0.32 to 0.34) 7279 (31.6) 0.45 (0.44 to 0.46) 8953 (31.7) 0.49 (0.48 to 0.51)
Distant 7066 (10.3) 0.14 (0.14 to 0.15) 1423 (8.1) 0.10 (0.09 to 0.10) 2327 (10.1) 0.14 (0.14 to 0.15) 3316 (11.7) 0.18 (0.18 to 0.19)
Unknown 6075 (8.8) 0.13 (0.12 to 0.13) 1880 (10.7) 0.13 (0.12 to 0.14) 2099 (9.1) 0.13 (0.12 to 0.13) 2096 (7.4) 0.12 (0.11 to 0.12)

*Cases included tumors that matched the selection criteria were microscopically confirmed and were not identified only from autopsy records or death certificates.

AAPC ¼ average annual percentage change; CI ¼ confidence interval; NH ¼ non-Hispanic; NPCR ¼ National Program of Cancer Registries; SCCA ¼ squamous cell carci-

noma of the anus; SEER ¼ Surveillance, Epidemiology, and End Results Program.

†Rates were calculated as the number of cases per 100 000 person-years and age-adjusted to the 2000 US standard population.

‡Others include (non-Hispanic) American Indian or Alaskan Native, Asian or Pacific Islander, and other unspecified.
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from 2001 to 2015 (Figure 3). Annual change for unknown stage
was statistically significant for men (AAPC ¼ �1.2%, P¼ .02) but
not for women (AAPC ¼ �1.0%, P¼ .18).

SCCA Incidence by Birth Cohort

Age-period-cohort modeling, for which the 1946 cohort was the
reference group, revealed distinct cohort patterns in SCCA

incidence by race and ethnicity (Figure 4). Among white men,
SCCA risk increased slowly among consecutive cohorts born
from the 1910s to 1940s and then steeply until 1966 (IRR¼ 2.0,
95% CI¼ 1.7 to 2.2) followed by a moderation in the incidence
among subsequent birth cohorts. In contrast, the risks in-
creased for consecutive cohorts of white women, black men,
and black women. Notably, compared with the reference cohort,
the risk among black men increased for successive cohorts and

A White men B White women

C Black men D Black women
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Figure 1. Age- and race-specific incidence rates* of squamous cell carcinoma of the anus (SCCA): National Program of Cancer Registries and Surveillance, Epidemiology,

and End Results Program (2001–2015). Age-specific SCCA incidence rates according to diagnosis during the calendar periods 2001–2005, 2006–2010, and 2011–2015. A–F)

incidence rates among non-Hispanic white men, non-Hispanic white women, non-Hispanic black men, non-Hispanic black women, Hispanic men, and Hispanic

women, respectively. *Rates were calculated as number of cases per 100 000 person-years and age adjusted to the 2000 US standard population. †Data suppressed be-

cause there were fewer than 16 cases in the time interval.
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was fivefold higher among those born circa 1986 (IRR¼ 4.7, 95%
CI¼ 2.1 to 10.2). The risk doubled among white women
(IRR¼ 2.1, 95% CI¼ 1.9 to 2.3) and black women (IRR¼ 1.9, 95%
CI¼ 1.4 to 2.5), with peaks observed among those born circa
1961 and 1971, respectively. The risk generally remained stable
in successive birth cohorts of Hispanic men and women.
Incidence rates according to age and birth cohort presented in
Supplementary Figure 2 (available online) confirm these find-
ings. Additional output metrics are presented in Supplementary
Figure 3 (available online).

Observed Anal Cancer and SCCA Incidence-Based
Mortality

A total 12 111 anal cancer deaths were identified in the US pop-
ulation during 2001–2016. Anal cancer mortality rates in-
creased overall 3.1% (95% CI¼ 2.6% to 3.5%) annually with
increases of 3.4% (95% CI¼ 2.6% to 4.2%) in men and 2.9% (95%
CI¼ 2.3% to 3.6%) in women (Table 2, Supplementary Table 6
available online). A statistically significant increase in mortal-
ity rates was observed for all racial and ethnic groups (AAPCs,
3.3% for whites, 3.2% for blacks, and 2.5% for Hispanics) except
“others” and all age groups aged 50 years and older
(AAPCs, 3.6% for 50–59 years, 4.9% for 69–69 years, and 2.7% for
70 years).

In SEER-13 regions, there were 1055 deaths among eligible
SCCA cases during 2001–2016 (Table 2). SCCA incidence-based
mortality increased 1.9% (95% CI¼ 0.5% to 3.4%) annually
(Table 2; Supplementary Table 7, available online); the increase
was statistically significant in men (AAPC ¼ 2.7%, 95% CI¼ 0.3%
to 5.2%) but not in women. Positive AAPCs were observed for all
age groups at SCCA diagnosis except for age at diagnosis of
40 years or younger but were statistically significant only for
patients aged 60–69 years (AAPC ¼ 4.9%, 95% CI¼ 2.4% to 7.3%).
AAPCs were positive but not statistically significant for

localized, regional, and distant stage at diagnosis and negative
but not statistically significant for unknown stage.

Discussion

Our study is the first to our knowledge to characterize and sys-
tematically compare contemporary national SCCA incidence
trends by stage at diagnosis, birth year, and mortality. Birth co-
hort analysis revealed that SCCA incidence more than doubled
among recent-born white women and white men, and a nearly
fivefold increase was observed among young black men relative
to those born in the mid-1940s. In addition, the proportion of
cases diagnosed with distant-stage SCCA has doubled, and
incidence-based mortality rates have increased by 1.5-fold.
These findings suggest that the increase in SCCA incidence
rates is real and not driven by increased screening in some
populations.

Our findings are consistent with a previous study from the
United Kingdom that projected SCCA to be the fastest accelerat-
ing cancer (3.1% per year) and cause of mortality (3.7% per year)
of 26 cancer sites in women (26). SCCA risk is associated with
sexual behaviors, including number of sexual partners and re-
ceptive anal intercourse, reflecting HPV acquisition (3).
Therefore, this increase may have been caused by the increased
number of sexual partners following the “sexual revolution” of
the 1950s–1960s and the increased prevalence of anal sex in re-
cent birth cohorts of women (27–30). However, reasons for dis-
tinct incidence patterns by race and ethnicity remain unclear
given the lack of studies determining racial and ethnic differen-
ces in anal HPV natural history in women (31). Attributable to
screening, rates of cervical cancer have declined more than 65%
from 1975 to 2016 among women aged 50 years or older (6,32). If
increasing SCCA incidence trends continue in older women and
cervical cancer incidence continues to decline (33), SCCA may
surpass cervical cancer during the next 10–15 years to become
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Figure 2. Trends in the annual incidence rates* of squamous cell carcinoma of the anus (SCCA) according to age and stage at diagnosis among men and women:

National Program of Cancer Registries and Surveillance, Epidemiology, and End Results Program (2001–2015). Data markers represent the observed incidence rates

(cases per 100 000 person-years) of SCCA. A and B) SCCA incidence trends according to age at diagnosis in men and women, respectively. C and D) SCCA incidence

trends according to the stage at diagnosis in men and women, respectively. *Rates are age-adjusted to the 2000 US standard population. †Indicates statistically signifi-

cant incidence trend (P < .05).
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the leading HPV-associated cancer in elderly US women. Even if
SCCA incidence stabilizes (which is unlikely), with the antici-
pated 150% growth (from 56 million in 2019 to 86 million in
2050) in the US elderly during the next 30 years, with older
women continuing to outnumber older men (33), the burden of
SCCA will continue to increase.

Diagnosis of anal HPV infection and anal cancer has also
been reported among men and women who do not report recep-
tive anal intercourse (34–37), supporting the contribution of risk
factors other than sexual behaviors to SCCA carcinogenesis.
One group at enhanced risk is women with prior lower genital
tract dysplasia or malignancy (38–41). Notably, a recent
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Figure 3. Stage distribution of squamous cell carcinoma of the anus (SCCA) among men and women: National Program of Cancer Registries and Surveillance,

Epidemiology, and End Results Program (SEER) (2001–2015). Vertical bars represent proportion of SCCA cases diagnosed by SEER summary stage (localized, regional, dis-

tant, and unknown) among men (A) and women (B).
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Figure 4. Incidence rate ratios (IRRs) by birth cohort for squamous cell carcinoma of the anus (SCCA; referent cohort ¼ 1946): National Program of Cancer Registries and

Surveillance, Epidemiology, and End Results Program (2001–2015). Shaded bands indicate 95% confidence interval. A–F) IRRs among non-Hispanic white men, non-

Hispanic white women, non-Hispanic black men, non-Hispanic black women, Hispanic men, and Hispanic women, respectively. *Not reported because there were

fewer than 16 cases in the time interval.
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collaborative pooled analysis of women with paired cervical
and anal samples showed that age and detection of high-risk
cervical HPV infection may collectively help determine a wom-
an’s anal cancer risk profile for investigation of risk-based
screening approaches (41). An association between current
smoking and SCCA risk has also been reported (3,36,42); how-
ever, smoking prevalence in the United States has declined in
the past decades, which does not correlate with the recent in-
crease in SCCA incidence rates (43). Recent data from the HPV
Infection in Men study revealed that increasing levels of body

mass index were associated with greater persistence of onco-
genic anal HPV infection, particularly among heterosexual men
(44), suggesting that the recent obesity epidemic in the United
States may have contributed to the increase in SCCA incidence.

We found a steep increase in SCCA incidence in young black
men (ie, those born during 1971–1986 who are currently aged
30–49 years) compared with those born circa 1950, whereas the
increase in incidence (twofold increase in those born in the
1960s) was moderated among similarly aged white men. This
distinct pattern supports a dominant role for a birth cohort

Table 2. Observed anal cancer and SCCA incidence-based mortality—number of cases, rates, and trends in rates (2001–2016): NCHS and SEER-
13 Registry Databases

Characteristics Cases* No. (%) Rate† (95% CI) AAPC (95% CI) P ‡

Observed US anal cancer mortality,
NCHS
Overall 12 111 0.23 (0.22 to 0.23) 3.1 (2.6 to 3.5) <.001
Sex

Men 4720 (39.0) 0.20 (0.19 to 0.20) 3.4 (2.6 to 4.2) <.001
Women 7391 (61.0) 0.25 (0.25 to 0.26) 2.9 (2.3 to 3.6) <.001

Race or ethnicity
NH white 9977 (82.6) 0.24 (0.24 to 0.25) 3.3 (2.8 to 3.8) <.001
NH black 1312 (10.9) 0.25 (0.23 to 0.26) 3.2 (2.1 to 4.2) <.001
Hispanic 581 (4.8) 0.13 (0.12 to 0.14) 2.5 (0.6 to 4.3) .01
Others§ 207 (1.7) 0.09 (0.08 to 0.10) �0.15 (�5.2 to 5.1) .95

Age at death, y
<40 284 (2.3) 0.01 (0.01 to 0.01) �0.8 (�3.5 to 2.0) .55
40–49 1339 (11.1) 0.19 (0.18 to 0.20) 1.7 (�0.8 to 4.2) .19
50–59 2766 (22.8) 0.43 (0.41 to 0.44) 3.6 (2.6 to 4.7) <.001
60–69 2943 (24.3) 0.66 (0.64 to 0.69) 4.9 (4.0 to 5.8) <.001
�70 4779 (39.5) 1.05 (1.02 to 1.08) 2.7 (2.1 to 3.1) <.001

Incidence-based mortality, SEER-13k
Anal cancer 1206 0.18 (0.17 to 0.19) 1.8 (0.5 to 3.1) .01
SCCA 1055 0.16 (0.15 to 0.16) 1.9 (0.5 to 3.4) .01

SCCA incidence-based mortality
(according to patient characteristics)
Sex

Men 446 (42.3) 0.15 (0.13 to 0.16) 2.7 (0.3 to 5.2) .03
Women 609 (57.7) 0.16 (0.15 to 0.18) 1.3 (�0.6 to 3.2) .16

Race or ethnicity
NH white 807 (76.5) 0.18 (0.17 to 0.20) 2.1 (0.4 to 3.8) .02
NH black 134 (12.7) 0.21 (0.17 to 0.25) 2.2 (�1.4 to 5.9) .22
Hispanic 73 (6.9) 0.08 (0.06 to 0.10) 3.2 (�2.3 to 9.0) .24
Others§ 41 (3.9) 0.05 (0.03 to 0.06) �0.6 (�6.7 to 5.9) .85

Age at diagnosis, y
<40 45 (4.3) 0.01 (0.01 to 0.01) �2.5 (�8.5 to 4.0) .42
40–49 174 (16.5) 0.03 (0.02 to 0.03) 1.2 (�2.6 to 5.0) .52
50–59 272 (25.8) 0.03 (0.03 to 0.04) 2.9 (�0.5 to 6.4) .09
60–69 241 (22.8) 0.03 (0.03 to 0.04) 4.9 (2.4 to 7.3) .001
�70 323 (30.6) 0.05 (0.05 to 0.06) 0.9 (�1.6 to 3.4) .45

Stage at diagnosis
Localized 298 (28.0) 0.04 (0.04 to 0.05) 2.6 (�1.0 to 6.5) .15
Regional 419 (39.3) 0.06 (0.06 to 0.07) 3.3 (�1.9 to 8.8) .22
Distant 263 (24.7) 0.04 (0.03 to 0.04) 1.6 (�1.2 to 4.5) .25
Unknown 86 (8.1) 0.01 (0.01 to 0.02) �0.5 (�4.8 to 4.1) .82

*Cases included tumors that matched the selection criteria were microscopically confirmed and were not identified only from autopsy records or death certificates.

AAPC ¼ average annual percentage change; CI ¼ confidence interval; NCHS ¼ National Center for Health Statistics; NH ¼ non-Hispanic; SCCA ¼ squamous cell carci-

noma of the anus; SEER ¼ Surveillance, Epidemiology, and End Results Program.

†Rates for observed anal cancer and SCCA incidence-based mortality were calculated as a number of deaths per 100 000 person-years and age-adjusted to the 2000 US

standard population.

‡Statistical significance was determined when the APCs and AAPCs were different from zero at the a¼0.05 level. A t test was used for zero join-points, and a z test was

used for one or more join-points. Statistical significance was assessed at an a level of P< .05, and all hypotheses were two-sided.

§Others include American Indian or Alaskan Native, Asian or Pacific Islander, other unspecified.

kIncidence-based mortality was estimated for SCCA cases diagnosed during 1992–2016.

A
R

T
IC

LE

836 | JNCI J Natl Cancer Inst, 2020, Vol. 112, No. 8

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/jnci/article/112/8/829/5622917 by guest on 31 August 2020



effect and also suggests that changes in key exposures may
have influenced the risk over time. HIV-related immunosup-
pression is a major risk factor for SCCA that has evolved over
successive birth cohorts (45). The HIV epidemic has dispropor-
tionately affected young black men compared with whites since
the beginning of the epidemic (46). Notably, the rates of AIDS di-
agnoses stabilized (from 1.0 to 1.5 per 100 000) among young
(ages 13–24 years) white men between 1999 and 2013, whereas a
greater than twofold increase (from 13.8 to 31.0 per 100 000) was
observed in similarly aged black men. The distinct pattern in
SCCA incidence seems to have mirrored the differences in AIDS
diagnosis trends by age and race among birth cohorts.
Consistent with our findings, a previous study reported that in
the United States during 2001–2005, 84% of anal cancer cases in
black men aged 20–49 years and 51% in white men were HIV
infected (47).

We found noteworthy increases in SCCA mortality rates
among the elderly population. This finding is likely to be associ-
ated with the increasing rates of advanced-stage SCCA among
people older than 50 years. The increased incidence of advanced
stage may reflect an increasing prevalence of immunosup-
pressed adults in the United States. A recent US study reported
that 2.7% of US adults (3.5% women and 1.8% men) were immu-
nosuppressed because of medical conditions or treatments,
with peak prevalence (4.4%) observed at ages 50–59 years (48).
One hypothesis is that comorbid and iatrogenic immunosup-
pression may have their greatest impact in the elderly, impair-
ing both HPV clearance and immunologic cancer surveillance
and thereby potentially contributing to the growth of advanced-
stage SCCA. Contrary to this hypothesis, the shift toward local-
stage anal cancers has been observed among HIV-infected
people and transplant recipients (49), which may be attributable
to heightened medical surveillance among men who have sex
with men with HIV and similar close follow-up for organ trans-
plant recipients. Nonetheless, future research is needed to un-
derstand risk factors underlying the increase in tumor
progression to advanced-stage disease and the impact of
screening on stage shift.

SCCA is preventable through HPV vaccination; however, vac-
cination coverage (50% in 2017) remains suboptimal in the
United States, and less than 30% vaccine-eligible individuals or
their family members received recommendation for HPV vacci-
nation from their health-care professionals (50,51). Even if high
HPV vaccine coverage is attained in the next 5 years, the bene-
fits of vaccination may not be evident for at least 15–20 years
given the lengthy time between initial HPV infection and devel-
opment of SCCA. Furthermore, no evidence-based SCCA screen-
ing guidelines exist except for expert opinion-based
recommendations for persons with HIV. The Anal Cancer/HSIL
Outcomes Research study is currently underway to determine if
treating anal cancer precursors in HIV-infected persons will re-
duce SCCA incidence. Further investigation of the harms and
benefits of screening considering the impact of anal precancer
treatment on SCCA incidence and mortality could determine an
optimal screening regimen (10,52).

Our study has certain limitations. First, individual-level risk
factors (eg, HPV, HIV, smoking, and organ transplantation) are
not captured in cancer registries; therefore, the impact of these
risk factors on the increasing incidence of and mortality from
SCCA cannot be directly measured, limiting us to speculate on
potential etiologies. Second, the SCCA cases with unknown tu-
mor stage may have influenced secular trends by stage at diag-
nosis; however, no statistically significant decline in unknown
stage for women and a small decline in men suggest that such

an impact is likely to be minimal. Finally, to ensure data com-
pleteness, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s
National Program of Cancer Registries and SEER allow an inter-
val of 23 months after the close of the diagnosis year for submis-
sion; however, reporting of SCCA cases diagnosed in an
outpatient facility may still be delayed. As a result, the trends in
incident SCCA cases may erroneously appear to have decreased
in the most recent year (19). Despite these limitations, the prin-
cipal strength of our study is the use of nationwide, high-qual-
ity, population-based registries that allowed us to report the
most comprehensive and contemporary data on SCCA inci-
dence and mortality trends in the United States.

SCCA incidence has increased dramatically in elderly
women and young black men. Advanced-stage SCCA incidence
tripled, with a prominent increase in SCCA mortality. Our find-
ings call for future studies to identify reasons for the increase in
SCCA incidence and mortality. Improved prevention strategies
are urgently needed to mitigate the increasing SCCA burden
among a rapidly growing number of aging US adults.
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