
Bowel screening is for people who do not have any 
symptoms or signs of bowel disease. Finding bowel 
cancer before it causes symptoms reduces the 
number of deaths from bowel cancer.  

iFOBT stands for immunochemical Faecal Occult 
Blood Test. The iFOBT is used to collect two small 
samples of your bowel movements, which are 
analysed to find tiny traces of blood, invisible to the 
eye. Blood in your bowel movements means that 
further tests are needed. 

Why should I screen for bowel cancer? 
Australia has one of the highest rates of bowel  
cancer in the world. Around 80 Australians die  
from bowel cancer every week.1 

A cancer can grow in the bowel for a long time  
before any symptoms are noticed. 

When cancer is detected before it has spread, there 
are more treatment options available and the chance 
of survival is much higher. If detected early, around 
90% of bowel cancer cases can be successfully treated.2,3 

How do I participate in the program?
Eligible Australians receive a screening kit in the mail, 
which includes an iFOBT and an information booklet  
on how to complete the test. 

It is important that if you notice any symptoms –  
such as a persistent change in toilet habits, pain in your 
abdomen, unexplained tiredness or weight loss – don’t 
wait for a screening kit to arrive, but see your doctor. 

How do I complete the iFOBT? 
The test is quick and easy to do in your home. 
Completing the test involves collecting two small 
samples from your bowel movements over two days, 
and sending them to the lab for testing. Everything 
you need is provided in the kit, including detailed 
instructions. If you need advice or make a mistake,  
there is a free information line provided with the test. 

Within 3 weeks, your results will be sent to you  
and your doctor (if you include their details on your 
returned iFOBT kit). 

One in

people in Australia
will be diagnosed 
by the age of 85

1 in 10 men, and

1 in 14 women will be diagnosed

Bowel screening and me 

Working together to lessen the impact of cancer

1.  AIHW 2014. Cancer in Australia: an overview, 2014. Cancer series no. 78. Cat. no. CAN 75. Canberra: AIHW
2.  South Australian Cancer Registry. Incidence and mortality, 1996. Epidemiology of cancer in South Australia. Incidence, mortality and survival 1977 to 1996. Adelaide: Openbook Publishers, 1997  

(This is the source used by the NBCSP and BCA re 90% survival)

This factsheet provides information about the National Bowel Cancer Screening Program (NBCSP). 
Through the NBCSP, people aged between 50-74 years are sent a free bowel screening kit.  
The kit includes the test which is referred to as an iFOBT. 



What can I do to lower my risk of bowel cancer? 
While no cancers are completely preventable, there are some steps you can take to lower your risk of bowel  
cancer. You should talk to your doctor before making significant changes to your diet or the amount you exercise. 

Some people are at higher risk because they have had other types of bowel disease in the past, or they have 
close relatives who have had bowel cancer. Talk to your doctor if you are concerned that you may be at higher 
risk of developing bowel cancer.

When will I receive a kit? 
The ages that people will be sent a free screening kit 
is expanding. The chart below shows the age you  
can expect to receive a free screening kit. 

What can I do if I am not due  
to be sent a screening kit? 
9 out of 10 people who develop bowel cancer are aged 50 
or over, which is why the NBCSP invites people over this  
age to complete the test. If you are under 50 or over 74,  
talk to your doctor about whether screening is right for you.

What happens if I get a positive result? 
A positive result does not mean that you have bowel 
cancer, but it may be an early warning sign and means 
that further tests are required. If your result is positive 
you should discuss it with your doctor as soon as possible.

The NBCSP has information about the program 
available in several languages. Call the Translating  
and Interpreting Service (TIS) on 131 450 or visit: 
www.cancerscreening.gov.au/bowel
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Cigarette smoking increases your risk 
of bowel cancer (and other cancers). 
For support on how to quit smoking, 
visit www.icanquit.com.au  
or call Quitline on 13 78 48

Quit  
smoking 

Maintain a healthy  
body weight

• Have no more than two 
standard drinks per day 

• Aim for at least two alcohol-free 
days per week

Limit your alcohol  
consumption 

Being overweight or obese  
is a risk factor for cancer  
and other chronic disease

Visit Healthy and Active  
Australia to learn more:  
www.healthyactive.gov.au   

• Eat plenty of plant foods 
• Limit your intake of red meat
• Try to avoid processed meats  

such as ham, bacon or salami 

Be physically 
active everyday

Increase your intake  
of dietary fibre 

The risk of bowel cancer increases 
with age, so it is important to start 
screening from the age of 50. 

Complete the iFOBT 
screening kit 

2016 50, 55, 60, 64, 65, 70, 72, 74

2017 50, 54, 55, 58, 60, 64, 68, 70, 72, 74

2018 50, 54, 58, 60, 62, 64, 66, 68, 70, 72, 74

2019 50, 52, 54, 56, 58, 60, 62, 64, 66, 68, 70, 72, 74

2020 50, 52, 54, 56, 58, 60, 62, 64, 66, 68, 70, 72, 74

For more information about when free iFOBT screening kits are sent, call the information line 1800 11 88 68.

Information line 1800 11 88 68


