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GPs perceptions of bowel cancer screening influencing promotion of the test 

According to new research, general practitioners’ (GPs) perceptions of bowel cancer screening as 

diagnostic or risk-assessment process rather than as population screening of asymptomatic 

people may be influencing their attitudes and practice. 

The study, published in BMC Family Practice, found that despite GPs across NSW acknowledging 

that they had an important role to play in bowel cancer screening, there was confusion about 

the delivery and role of the National Bowel Cancer Screening Program1.  

Bowel cancer is the second most common cause of cancer deaths in Australia, yet only around a 

third of eligible people (37%) participate in the National Bowel Cancer Screening Program2. The 

program invites all people aged 50 and over to screen for bowel cancer using the faecal occult 

blood test (FOBT), which aims to detect cancer before symptoms are present.  

The majority of GPs involved in the study discussed screening in terms of a diagnostic or risk 

assessment process. Many saw their role as identifying patients who should screen based on 

pre-existing risk factors or referred to screening as something that should be done to address 

symptoms or to rule out cancer as a cause of symptoms. 

Chief Cancer Officer and CEO of the Cancer Institute NSW, Professor David Currow, said, “This 

research highlights a misunderstanding around the role of the National Bowel Cancer Screening 

Program and the FOBT as a population-based screening tool for people with no symptoms. 

People who receive a positive result should go on to have a diagnostic colonoscopy, while others 

should continue to screen every two years unless they develop symptoms between screening 

opportunities.  

“We know that if we could increase participation rates for the screening program to 60 per cent 

across the country, up to 90,000 lives could be saved over the next 40 years3. GPs have a vital 

role to play in ensuring this happens, with 92 per cent of patients saying they would be more 

likely to participate in bowel cancer screening if their doctor recommended it4.” 

The study highlights the need for more effective engagement between GPs and the National 

Bowel Cancer Screening Program, with suggestions including providing more detailed 

information, formally engaging them in the promotion of the program, and implementing 

practice-based strategies, such as systems to identify eligible patients and prompt discussions 

about screening.  
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