
 

  
VCS Vitality – vcsvitality.com 

ccosio@fhcp.com or cccosio1@volusia.k12.fl.us 

What is colorectal cancer? 

Colorectal cancer means that cells that aren't normal are growing in your colon or rectum. These 

cells grow together and form polyps. Over time, some polyps can turn into cancer. 

This cancer is also called colon cancer or rectal cancer, depending on where the cancer is. It is 

the third most common cancer in the United States. And it occurs most often in people older than 

50. 

What causes colorectal cancer? 

The exact cause of colorectal cancer is not known. Most cases begin as small growths, or polyps, 

inside the colon or rectum. 

Colon polyps are very common. If they are found early, usually through routine screening tests, 

they can be removed before they turn into cancer. 

What are the symptoms? 

Colorectal cancer usually doesn't cause symptoms until after it has started to spread. See your 

doctor if you have any of these symptoms: 

• Pain in your belly 
• Blood in your stool or very dark stools 
• A change in your bowel habits, such as more frequent stools or a feeling that your bowels are 

not emptying completely 

How is colorectal cancer diagnosed? 

If your doctor thinks that you may have this cancer, you will need a test, called a colonoscopy 

(say "koh-luh-NAW-skuh-pee"), that lets the doctor see the inside of your entire colon and 

rectum. During this test, your doctor will remove polyps or take tissue samples from any areas 

that don't look normal. The tissue will be looked at under a microscope to see if it contains 

cancer. 

Sometimes another test, such as a sigmoidoscopy (say "sig-moy-DAW-skuh-pee"), is used to 

diagnose colorectal cancer. 

How is it treated? 

Colorectal cancer is usually treated with surgery, chemotherapy, radiation, or targeted therapy. 

Rectal cancer may be treated with immunotherapy. 
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How can you screen for colorectal cancer? 

Screening tests can find or prevent many cases of colon and rectal cancer. They look for a certain 

disease or condition before any symptoms appear. Some experts say that adults should start 

regular screening at age 50 and stop at age 75. Others say to start before age 50 or continue after 

age 75. Talk with your doctor about your risk and when to start and stop screening. Your doctor 

may recommend getting tested more often or at a younger age if you have a higher risk. 

Screening tests include stool tests, such as FIT, that can be done at home and procedures, such as 

colonoscopy, that are done at your doctor's office or clinic. 

Symptoms 

Colorectal cancer in its early stages usually doesn't cause any symptoms. Symptoms occur later, 

when the cancer may be harder to treat. The most common symptoms include: 

• Pain in the belly. 
• Blood in your stool or very dark stools. 
• A change in your bowel habits. (You may have more frequent stools or a feeling that your 

bowels aren't emptying completely). 
• Constant tiredness (fatigue). 
• In rare cases, unexplained weight loss. 

What Increases Your Risk 

A risk factor for colorectal cancer is something that increases your chance of getting this cancer. 

Having one or more of these risk factors can make it more likely that you will get colorectal 

cancer. But it doesn't mean that you will definitely get it. And many people who get colorectal 

cancer don't have any of these risk factors. 

Risks you can change 

There are lifestyle actions you can take to lower some of the risk factors for colorectal cancer. 

These actions include: 

• Maintain a healthy weight. 
• Be physically active. 
• Eat healthy foods, including vegetables, fruits, and whole grains. Avoid eating a lot of red meat 

or processed meats. 
• If you smoke, get help to quit. 
• If you drink alcohol, limit how much you drink. 
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Risks you can't change 

• Your age 

• Getting older is a risk factor for colorectal cancer. 

• Your race and ethnicity 

• African Americans have a higher risk of getting colorectal cancer (and dying from it) 

than people of other races. And Ashkenazi Jews (Jewish people whose ancestors came 

from Eastern Europe) who have inherited certain genes are also at a higher risk for 

getting colorectal cancer. 

• Your family's medical history 

• You are more likely to get colorectal cancer if one of your parents, brothers, sisters, or 

children has had the disease. Your risk is higher if this family member had colorectal 

cancer younger than 45 years old, or if more than one family member had the disease. 

• Some common gene changes increase the chance of colorectal cancer. These changes are 

familial adenomatous polyposis (FAP) and Lynch syndrome, also called hereditary 

nonpolyposis colorectal cancer (HNPCC). Many people with these changed genes will 

get colorectal cancer if they aren't carefully watched. Genetic testing can tell you if you 

carry a changed, or mutated, gene that can cause FAP or HNPCC. 

• Your medical history 

• Your chances of getting colorectal cancer are higher if you have had: 

o Colorectal cancer in the past. 
o Another type of cancer, such as cancer of the ovary or cancer of the endometrium.  
o Adenomatous polyps removed from your colon. 
o Ulcerative colitis or Crohn's disease.  
o Radiation therapy in your abdomen or pelvis. 

When should you call your doctor? 

Call your doctor if you have any symptoms of colorectal cancer, such as: 

• A change in bowel habits. 
• Bleeding from your rectum, including bright red or dark blood in your stools or stools that look 

black. 
• Constant or frequent diarrhea, constipation, or a feeling that your bowel doesn't empty 

completely. 
• Stools that are narrow (may be as narrow as a pencil). 
• Belly pain or problems with gas or bloating. 
• Unexplained weight loss. 
• Constant tiredness (fatigue). 

Because colorectal cancer often doesn't cause any symptoms, talk with your doctor about 

screening tests. Screening helps doctors find a certain disease or condition before any symptoms 

appear. 
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Prevention 

Screening for colorectal cancer 

Screening tests look for a certain disease or condition before any symptoms appear. Your risk for 

colorectal cancer gets higher as you get older. Some experts say that adults should start regular 

screening at age 50 and stop at age 75. Others say to start before age 50 or continue after age 75. 

Talk with your doctor about your risk and when to start and stop screening. 

Your doctor may recommend earlier and more frequent testing if you have a higher risk for 

colorectal cancer. 

Credits 

Current as of: December 17, 2020 

Author: Healthwise Staff  

Medical Review: E. Gregory Thompson MD - Internal Medicine & Kathleen Romito MD - 

Family Medicine & Kenneth Bark MD - General Surgery, Colon and Rectal Surgery & Adam 

Husney MD - Family Medicine 

 

mailto:ccosio@fhcp.com
mailto:cccosio1@volusia.k12.fl.us
https://www.healthwise.org/specialpages/legal/abouthw/en
https://www.healthwise.org/mdreviewboard.aspx?lang=en-us

