Absolute Risk vs. Relative Risk: What’s the difference?

01 March 2017
Relative risks are often reported in newspaper headlines, but without the context of absolute (or baseline)
risk, this information is meaningless. Absolute risk numbers are needed to understand the implications of
relative risks and how specific factors or behaviours affect your likelihood of developing a disease or health
condition. This infographic will help you to understand the difference between absolute risks and relative

risks, using the example of processed meat consumption and risk of bowel cancer.

Download the printable PDF version here.
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https://www.eufic.org/en/images/uploads/understanding-science/Absolute_Vs_Relative_risk_-_Print_en.pdf
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Relative risks alone do not tell the full story...

If absolute risk is 2 in 10... ...risk increases to 3 to 10.
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If absolute risk is 4 in 10... ...risk increases to 6 to 10.
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Absolute risk numbers are needed
to understand relative risks!

Example: processed meat and bowel cancer
What does a 18% increased risk of bowel cancer really mean?
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estimated lifetime risk
of developing bowel cancer

estimated lifetime risk
of developing bowel cancer if you
eat 50 g/day of processed meat
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absolute risk is 5.6% + = absolute risk is 6.6%
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