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Screening for bowel cancer could save your life! 

What can I do to lower my risk of bowel cancer? 
Bowel cancer is one of the most preventable cancers 
and there are many ways to reduce your risk.  
Bowel cancer facts 

• Bowel cancer (also known as colorectal cancer) is cancer that occurs in the colon or rectum. 
• Bowel cancer is the second most common cause of cancer-related death in Australia. 
• Both men and women can develop bowel cancer but men are at greater risk than women. 
• The risk of bowel cancer rises sharply from age 50 years. 
• Around 100 Australians die each week from bowel cancer. 

Screening for bowel cancer 
• Screening tests for bowel cancer can save lives by finding bowel cancer early when it is 

easier to treat and cure.  Screening can also find polyps (growths) in the bowel which can 
be removed before they develop into cancer. 

• Screening with a Faecal Occult Blood Test (FOBT) involves testing people who do not 
have obvious signs or symptoms of bowel cancer. 

• The screening test finds tiny amounts of blood in bowel motions.  If blood is found it may 
not mean you have bowel cancer.  It does mean you will need to speak to your doctor 
about further tests, usually colonoscopy, to find the cause of the bleeding. 

What else can I do to protect myself from bowel cancer 
apart from screening? 
You can help prevent bowel cancer by: 

• Being physically active – have at least 30 minutes of moderate intensity activity each day. 
• Maintaining a healthy body weight. 
• Eating a diet low in fat and high in fibre from wholegrain cereals. 
• Eating at least five serves of vegetables and two serves of fruit every day. 
• Limiting red meat and processed meat, and avoiding charred red meat. 
• Avoiding or limiting alcohol. 
• Quitting smoking. 
• Talking with your doctor if you have a family history of bowel cancer. 
• Doing a FOBT every two years from age 50. 
• Participating in the National Bowel Cancer Screening Program when you are eligible. 
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The National Bowel Cancer Screening Program 
• All eligible Australians between 50 and 74 years of age are invited to screen every two 

years. 
• Eligible people are sent a test kit through the mail to complete in the privacy of their own 

home and mail back to the pathology laboratory for analysis.  The test is quick and easy. 
• Test results are sent to participants by mail and, if they choose, to their doctor. 
• A positive test result indicates blood has been found in the bowel motion and means 

follow-up tests are needed to find the cause of the bleeding. 
• A negative test result means no blood has been found and further tests are not needed at 

this time.  However, a negative result does not guarantee that cancer is not present or that 
it won’t develop in the future. 

What are the symptoms of bowel cancer? 
Bowel cancer can develop with no signs but symptoms may include: 

• Bleeding from the rectum or blood in the bowel motion. 
• Persistent pain in the abdomen. 
• Persistent change in normal bowel habits such as diarrhoea, constipation or going to the 

toilet more often. 
• Unexplained tiredness (a sign of anaemia) or weight loss. 

If you have symptoms, don’t wait.  It is possible these symptoms may not be due to bowel cancer 
but you should see your doctor to have them checked out. 

 

 

 

Remember, screening for bowel cancer could save your life! 

 

For more information about the National Bowel 
Cancer Screening Program, visit the website: 

www.health.gov.au/initiatives-and-programs/ 
national-bowel-cancer-screening-program 
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