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disease development. Based on
previous exposure rates, it is estimated
that peak incidence will occur in 2020.2,3

Table 1, below, shows the risk of
developing mesothelioma for men born
in the UK in the 1940s, undertaking more
than ten years’ work in certain
occupations before the age of 30; this
compares with 0.1% risk where there is
no occupational exposure.2

Other occupations associated with
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MESOTHELIOMA IS A
PRIMARY MALIGNANCY 
OF THE MESOTHELIUM
AFFECTING THE PLEURA 

(malignant pleural mesothelioma) and
less commonly the peritoneum
(malignant peritoneal mesothelioma).
It accounts for less than 1% of all cancers
in England, Wales and Northern Ireland.
There are almost 2,500 new diagnoses 
a year, of which the vast majority (96%)
are pleural.1

This article focusses on malignant
pleural mesothelioma (MPM). The British
Thoracic Society (BTS) and the European
Respiratory Society (ERS) have both
recently produced guidelines on the
investigation and management of MPM.2,3

RISK FACTORS
The median age at diagnosis for MPM in
the UK is 76 years.1 The majority (> 80%)
of cases occur in men, with more than
80% of these cases associated with
occupational exposure to asbestos.1,3
There is a latent period which is usually
30-40 years between exposure and

» exposure are: working in asbestos sheet
production or the manufacture of brake
and clutch linings; dock and shipyard
workers and launderers.2 There is
therefore regional variation in incidence
depending on local industries.4

Cases may also be attributed to para-
exposure, for example women exposed
to asbestos through laundering their
husband’s work clothes, or living near an
asbestos factory.2

There is a higher risk of MPM
associated with exposure to blue
(crocidolite) and brown (amosite)
asbestos than white (chrysotile)asbestos,
which was more commonly used. Use of
blue and brown asbestos was banned in
1985, and white banned in 1999, however
asbestos may still be present in buildings
constructed before it was banned.2,5

Other causes of MPM include
exposure to ionising radiation, and rarely
familial cases can occur, associated with
a mutation of the breast cancer
associated protein 1 (BAP1) gene.2
Tobacco smoking is not a risk factor for
developing MPM.3
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Table 1

Lifetime risk of mesothelioma for
men born in the 1940s working for
> 10 years in certain occupations2

Occupation
Carpenter
Electrician
Plumber
Painter
Construction worker

FIGURE 1
CT scan showing
malignant
mesothelioma on
the left, with
concentric pleural
thickening

Lifetime risk %
5.9
2
2
2
0.8


