
 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
Dangerous misconceptions causing people to skip life-saving test 

 
 17 July 2014 
 

New figures released today in the Health Promotion Journal of Australia show that one in five over-50s believe that 

you only need to do a bowel screen test if you have symptoms of bowel cancer. Health experts believe this dangerous 

misconception may be leading people to skip out on the potentially life saving test. 
 
 
Professor Sanchia Aranda, Director or Cancer Services at the Cancer Institute NSW, said that misinformation about 

bowel cancer screening could be costing lives. "Bowel screening, like any other cancer screening test is for well people 

with no symptoms. Screening offers us the chance to detect cancers at their earliest stages before symptoms occur 

and they are more easily treated. People with symptoms consistent with cancer should always go straight to their GP 

rather than participating in screening." 
 
 
The report by the Cancer Institute NSW found that despite 92 per cent of people aged 50 and over agreeing that a 

bowel screening test could save their lives, only 60 per cent report completing a test in the last five years. 
 
 
"Bowel cancer is the second leading cause of cancer death in Australia. However, bowel cancer does not need to be a 

death sentence and many more lives can be saved if these cancers are picked up early when they are more easily 

treated," says Professor Aranda. "As soon as people reach 50 they should begin screening for bowel cancer. This 

simple two-minute test could mean being there for your loved ones for many years to come. People with a family 

history of bowel cancer or other risk factors should speak to their GP about when they should begin screening." 
 
 
Currently, five year survival for localised bowel cancer is as high as 87 per cent, compared with only 15 per cent when 

the cancer has spread to distant organs. Bowel cancer screening has been proven to triple the number of early-stage 

cancers detected, compared to those diagnosed through symptoms. 
 
 
The study also revealed that while women were equally likely to believe that a bowel cancer screening test could save 

their life, they were significantly less likely to have done one, with only half of women (54.1%) reporting doing a test 

in the past five years, compared with two thirds of men (65.7%). Overall one in 12 people avoid screening because 

they are so worried about what might be found, a figure that jumps to more than one in 10 for those born overseas 

and non-English speaking. 
 
 
All Australians currently receive a free bowel screening test kit the year they turn 50, 55, 60 and 65 years. In this 

year's Federal Budget the Government announced further funding to accelerate the National Bowel Cancer Screening 

Program, meaning that the recommended two-yearly screening will be reached sooner. If you are over 50 and have 

not completed a bowel screening test, speak to your GP. 

 
 
 
 

The Cancer Institute NSW is Australia’s first statewide government cancer control agency. Established under the Cancer   
Institute (NSW) Act 2003, the Institute is responsible for lessening the impact of cancer by reducing cancer incidence, increasing 
cancer survival, improving quality of life for people living with cancer, and providing expert advice on cancer. 
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