
If all adults over 45 were screened 
annually for colorectal cancer,  
thousands of lives could be saved.

Colorectal Cancer. Get Screened, Get Tested.

There are five stages of colorectal 
cancer. Stage 0 (the earliest stage) 
through Stage 4 (when the cancer 
has spread to another organ).  
Diagnosing colorectal cancer 
early greatly increases your 
survival chances.

What is colorectal cancer?
This is a cancer that forms in the colon or rectum. 
Colon cancer and rectal cancer are often grouped 
together because they share many of the same 
features and the screening for both is the same. 
The wall of the colon is made up of several layers. 
Colorectal cancer starts in the innermost layer, 
usually in the form of a polyp (growth). If cancerous 
polyps are caught early, before they grow beyond 
the inner layer, this is called Stage 0. 
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Risk Factors
The risk for colorectal cancer increases as you age. 
More than 90 percent of cases occur in people age 
50 and older. Other direct links to colorectal cancer 
include having:

 ■ A family history of 
the disease

 ■ An inflammatory 
bowel disease 
like Crohn’s

 ■ Certain genetic 
syndromes such as 
Lynch Syndrome

There are other risk factors that may increase your 
chance of getting colorectal cancer such as:

 ■ Lack of exercise

 ■ A diet low in fruits 
and vegetables

 ■ A low-fiber,  
high-fat diet

 ■ Heavy alcohol use

 ■ Tobacco use 

Symptoms
Precancerous polyps and early stage colorectal 
cancer often have no warning signs. If there are 
symptoms, they may include:

 ■ Change in bowel habits lasting more than 
a few days (e.g., diarrhea, constipation, 
narrowing of the stool)

 ■ Constant feeling that you need to have a bowel 
movement

 ■ Bleeding from the rectum or blood in the stool

 ■ Cramping, constant stomach pain

 ■ Unintended weight loss

 ■ Fatigue 

What is a screening test and when 
should I get tested?
Screenings for colorectal cancer typically 
start at age 45 for most adults. If you are at a 
higher risk, your doctor may suggest you start 
screenings earlier. Your doctor will help you 
determine which test and how often is right 
for you. Some of the more common tests are:

 ■ Colonoscopy. During this test the doctor 
looks at the entire length of the colon and 
rectum with a colonoscope. It also allows 
the doctor to remove any polyps or biopsy a 
suspicious area. You will be sedated for this 
test. To do this test successfully the colon 
must be clean and empty which requires 
following a special diet the day before along 
with prep kit instructions. The process can 
seem unpleasant and sometimes deters 
people from getting this important test 
done. Keep in mind that a colonoscopy is 
usually done once every 10 years and the 
actual test lasts about 30 minutes.

 ■ Flexible Sigmoidoscopy. This test is 
like the colonoscopy but the doctor can 
only look at the lower third of the colon. 
Sedation and bowel prep are typically not 
needed, and the test is only done every 
5 years.

 ■ Fecal tests. These tests are non-invasive 
and are usually done at home. Some 
require pre-test diet changes. These 
tests can miss polyps and some cancers 
in addition to giving false positives. 
Depending on the test, they are done every 
one to three years. If results come back 
abnormal, a colonoscopy will be needed.

Largely due to screenings and catching 
colorectal cancers early, the death rate from 
colon and rectal cancer among adults 50 and 
older has declined 53% since 1970. 

You can search this health topic 
and more by visiting  
carefirst.com/wellbeing. Once you 
register or log in, select Discover.
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