
 
 
 
 
 
    

Misunderstandings could affect bowel screening:  
new data sheds light on bowel cancer in NSW  

Friday, 29 May 2015  
A recent survey1 by the Cancer Institute NSW has uncovered gaps in the community’s understanding of 
bowel cancer and its risk factors, which could affect people’s motivation to screen for the disease.  

“Only about a third of people surveyed understood that bowel cancer kills more Australians than breast 
cancer, melanoma or leukaemia which are often more publicised but actually responsible for fewer 
deaths,” Cancer Institute NSW Director of Screening and Prevention Sarah McGill said.  

“Bowel cancer is the second biggest cancer killer in Australia but it hasn’t had as much publicity as some 
other cancers, which could be why people underestimate it. We need to correct the gaps in awareness to 
significantly increase the numbers of people screening and in turn reduce the numbers of people dying 
from this disease.”  

Only 9 per cent of people surveyed understood that ageing is the greatest risk factor for developing bowel 
cancer, with half of the respondents believing family history was the number one factor and one third 
thinking poor diet was mostly to blame.  

“This thinking needs to shift so that once people hit their fifties they start screening regularly, even if they 
feel well, have a healthy lifestyle and no family history,” Ms McGill said.   

Encouragingly, the vast majority of people surveyed (86 per cent) were aware that there is a screening 
test available and almost everyone (92 per cent) said that they would be likely to take a test if their 
doctor recommended it.  

“This confirms that GPs are crucial to boosting screening by encouraging their patients 50 years and older 
to make bowel screening part of regular health checks,” Ms McGill said. 

The survey coincides with the release of the Cancer Institute NSW’s new online resource, Bowel Cancer: 
The Facts, in time for Bowel Cancer Awareness Month, an initiative of Bowel Cancer Australia. The 
resource reveals the burden of bowel cancer in NSW and outlines what needs to be done to end bowel 
cancer as we know it.  

“This is a great resource for health professionals and the general public wanting to know more about 
bowel cancer,” Ms McGill said. 

In NSW alone, 5,1532 people were diagnosed with bowel cancer in 2010 and 1,7203 died from the disease, 
worryingly only a third4 of eligible people in the state are currently taking part in the National Bowel 
Cancer Screening Program.  

The Cancer Institute NSW is tasked with improving the state’s participation in the National Bowel Cancer 
Screening Program, a free service which mails screening kits to people aged 50-74. 

1 Survey of 667 men and women aged 18+ in New South Wales indicative of population, undertaken by Newspoll on behalf of the Cancer Institute NSW in May 2015. 
2,3 NSW Cancer Registry  
4 Based on the proportion of the eligible population invited to the National Bowel Cancer Screening Program from July 2013 to June 2014, who returned a completed screening 
test. Source: National Bowel Cancer Screening Program.  
5 Cenin DR, St John J, Slevin T et al. Optimising the expansion of the National Bowel Cancer Screening Program. Med J Aust 2014;201:456-61. 
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If screening participation rates increased to 60 per cent across Australia, up to 90,000 lives could be 
saved from bowel cancer during the next 40 years.5 

“Bowel cancer is one of the most treatable cancers when diagnosed at an early stage. A simple and quick 
screening test can help detect bowel cancer early and can even find changes that can be treated before 
cancer develops,” Ms McGill said.   

“Anyone aged 50 or over should speak to their GP about bowel cancer screening and should take the 
National Bowel Screening Test when it arrives in their letter box.”  

 

Case Study: Gary’s story  

Gary Rosevear, a 72-year-old retiree from Newcastle, is thankful he 
took the bowel screening test he received in the mail from the National 
Bowel Cancer Screening Program when he was 65. He was otherwise 
well but knew that bowel cancer kills close to 80 Australians a week so 
was keen to get tested.  

“I was 65 when I first did a test I received in the mail from the 
National Bowel Cancer Screening Program. It was quite easy and clean. 
I wasn’t expecting a positive result but a couple of weeks after sending 
my test away it came back positive, so I went to see my GP,” Mr 
Rosevear said.  

“After the first test I had a colonoscopy which showed I had pre-
cancerous polyps. My specialist removed the polyps and recommended I continue to screen every two 
years to make sure that if anything else developed, it was picked up early. 

“Two years later I did a second test which was also positive and a colonoscopy revealed I had bowel 
cancer. Because the cancer was picked up early, I was able to have surgery to remove it with no need for 
other treatments such as chemotherapy or radiotherapy.   A few years down the track I am healthy and 
active, with plenty of energy to enjoy my retirement and contribute to my community.” 

“It worries me when people tell me they don’t screen because they ‘don’t want to know’. This is the wrong 
attitude because with early detection, treatment can provide great outcomes. Don’t leave it too late.”  

“What I tell people is that your two best friends are your screening test and your GP.”   

To access the Cancer Institute NSW’s new online resource Bowel Cancer: The Facts and to learn more 

about Gary’s story visit: www.cancerinstitute.org.au/bowel-cancer  
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