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Spotlight call: reducing inequalities in 
cancer early detection and diagnosis  

 

What is a spotlight call? 

Cancer Research UK is committed to addressing critical gaps in cancer research 
through our spotlight calls. These calls for research proposals highlight key areas 
of need, where dedicated research efforts could accelerate progress in cancer 
early detection and diagnosis (ED&D).  

Applicants can apply for funding to address the call through our existing ED&D 
funding routes. The spotlight call can span multiple funding rounds, with the 
decision on when to end the call made by us and the Early Detection and 
Diagnosis Research Committee, based on the coverage of awarded projects. 

 

Reducing inequalities in cancer early detection and diagnosis  

Understanding and addressing cancer inequalities through high-quality research 
is a priority of our strategic approach to equality, diversity and inclusion in 
research. 

Cancer does not affect everyone equally. In the context of ED&D, there are 
disparities in stage at diagnosis across different groups (e.g. those relating to 
socioeconomic status, age, gender, ethnicity, geography, etc.), resulting in 
significant differences in patient outcomes and experiences. 

Research has shown that various groups exhibit different patterns of help-seeking 
behaviours and engagement with screening programs. There may also be 
exposure and biological differences between groups which may drive differences 
in when and how cancers manifest and present symptoms.  

https://www.cancerresearchuk.org/for-researchers/how-we-deliver-research/equality-diversity-inclusion-in-research
https://www.cancerresearchuk.org/for-researchers/how-we-deliver-research/equality-diversity-inclusion-in-research
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There is a need to bring together epidemiological, behavioural, biological and 
mechanistic insights to develop novel approaches to enable equitable ED&D 
across society and reduce inequalities. To ensure that research results in 
successful translation, implementation and impact for patients, it will also be 
important to engage stakeholders, such as health system practitioners, policy 
makers, patients and the public.  

 

Examples of existing inequalities  

• Stage at diagnosis 

A study across 10 solid tumour sites found that eliminating age, 
socioeconomic and sex inequalities in stage at diagnosis could increase 
early-stage detection rates by 4 percentage points, preventing over 10,000 
late-stage diagnoses annually in the UK.1 
 

• Symptom awareness 

Our Cancer Awareness Measure ‘Plus’ survey highlights disparities in 
symptom recognition. Men, lower-income groups and Black and Asian 
ethnic minority groups are less likely to recognize cancer symptoms, with 
women and Asian ethnic minorities less likely to consider their symptoms 
as cancer-related. 
 

• Help-seeking and accessing services 

Barriers to seeking medical help exist across various groups. Women and 
people from Mixed, Asian and Black ethnic groups report difficulties 
securing appointments. Disabled individuals struggle to obtain timely 
consultations, while LGBTQ+ individuals and younger people are less likely 
to seek medical advice for symptoms. 
 

• Screening uptake 

Participation in cancer screening programmes is lower in ethnically diverse 
communities, deprived areas and among people with learning disabilities 
or severe mental illness. Additionally, disparities exist in follow-up 
appointment attendance for bowel and cervical cancer screening. Whilst in 
some cases interventions have already been developed to address these 

 
1 Barclay M et al. Socio-demographic variation in stage at diagnosis of breast, bladder, colon, endometrial, lung, 
melanoma, prostate, rectal, renal and ovarian cancer in England and its population impact. Br J Cancer, 2021  
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gaps, they often lack the specific evidence requirements needed to 
progress their uptake into healthcare.  
 

• Early detection tests and tools 

Tools used to predict an individual’s future risk of developing cancer to 
guide decisions around screening/interventions have been shown to 
perform less well in non-European populations. Certain tests also perform 
differently between populations or have not been studied equally, e.g. 
black men are poorly represented in prostate-specific antigen (PSA) trials, 
which has resulted in uncertainty around its effectiveness as a screening 
tool in these populations.2  

 

Areas to address 

We encourage research proposals that focus on developing novel approaches to 
reduce existing known inequalities in cancer detection and diagnosis, as well as 
those that seek to explore and address less well understood mechanisms driving 
inequalities.   

Potential areas include (but are not limited to): 

• Identifying and validating early detection/diagnosis markers and 
technologies to address ED&D inequalities and understand disease 
trajectories in high-burden populations. 
 

• Developing novel interventions to optimize symptom awareness, help-
seeking behaviours and screening uptake in underserved groups. 
 

• Research to address evidence gaps in promising existing interventions to 
address inequalities that would enable their further development and 
adoption into clinical practice. 
 

• Adapting or developing early detection technologies/approaches to 
ensure effectiveness of ED&D across all populations, including clinician 
decision support.  

 

 
2 https://bmcmedicine.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12916-024-03283-5 
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How we are supporting the spotlight call 

Watch our webinar for insights into our strategic priorities, the funding process 
and eligibility criteria for this spotlight call.  

Watch the webinar recording 

Whilst this spotlight call remains open, there will also be the opportunity to take 
part in multidisciplinary networking events, to discuss research topics and 
connect with potential collaborators. In addition, all interested potential 
applicants are invited to contact us for an informal discussion on remit and the 
application and review process.  

 

Funding and review process 

Applications submitted under this spotlight call will be reviewed through the 
standard Early Detection and Diagnosis Committee Review process. This process 
supports a range of funding mechanisms through funding rounds held twice a 
year, including: 

• primer awards 
• project awards 
• programme-level awards 

All applications will be considered alongside the full pool of Early Detection and 
Diagnosis proposals, with primary evaluation based on scientific quality and 
relevance to early detection and diagnosis. However, applications of comparable 
quality may be prioritized if they address a strategic need in tackling inequalities. 

We encourage proposals that demonstrate clear pathways to impact, integration 
with the healthcare system and potential for long-term sustainability. 

For more information on funding schemes and the review process visit Early 
Detection and Diagnosis Research Committee.  

 

Contact us 

For any questions or to set up an informal discussion on remit and the application 
and review process, contact the ED&D team at early.detection@cancer.org.uk. 

https://cruk.ink/3KS4KrY
https://www.cancerresearchuk.org/funding-for-researchers/applying-for-funding/funding-committees/early-detection-and-diagnosis-committee
https://www.cancerresearchuk.org/funding-for-researchers/applying-for-funding/funding-committees/early-detection-and-diagnosis-committee
mailto:early.detection@cancer.org.uk
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