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Colorectal Cancer Fact Sheet

Overview 

Colorectal cancer is a disease in which malignant cells form in the colon or rectum. This type of cancer begins in the digestive system, also called the GI (gastrointestinal) system. The colon has four sections, and cancer can start in any of the four sections, or in the rectum. The wall of each of these sections, and the rectum, has several layers of tissues. Colorectal cancer starts in the inner layer and can grow through some or all of the other layers. The stage of the cancer largely depends on which of these layers is affected.1
In most cases, colorectal cancer develops slowly over several years. Most of these cancers begin as a polyp – a mass of tissue that projects into the colon. Removing the polyp early may prevent it from becoming cancer.1 
Metastatic colorectal cancer is cancer that has started in the colon or rectum, and has spread beyond nearby lymph nodes to other parts of the body. Metastatic colorectal cancer is also called “advanced disease,” and is known as stage IV colorectal cancer.1
Causes/Risk Factors 

Researchers have found many risk factors contribute to colorectal cancer, including:1,2,3
· Age: The chance of having colorectal cancer increases after age 50. More than nine out of 10 people found to have colorectal cancer are older than 50.

· Family history of colorectal cancer, syndromes or polyps: A history of close relatives who have had this cancer or various forms of bowel disease can increase risk. Those with a history of these conditions should speak to their physicians to determine when they should begin colorectal cancer screening tests.

· Smoking: Smoking is not currently designated as a cause of colorectal cancer by the U.S. Surgeon General, but evidence suggests that long-term tobacco smoking increases the risk of colorectal cancer.

· Alcohol: Moderate use of alcohol (four or more drinks per week) has been linked to colorectal cancer.

· Diet, obesity and physical inactivity: Regular physical activity is associated with a number of positive outcomes, including a lower risk of colorectal cancer. Being overweight or obese is a risk factor for colorectal cancer, even when physical activity is accounted for. In addition, a diet high in fat, especially fat from red meat, can increase the risk of colorectal cancer.

Screening
An individual’s risk of colorectal cancer can be reduced if they participate in screening programs.1,2 Programs vary from country to country and include the following, which should be considered by men and women of average risk from the age of 50:
· Colonoscopy, which is considered the “gold standard” for colorectal cancer screening, is recommended every 10 years.

· Yearly stool blood test (FOBT) or fecal immunochemical test (FIT).

· Flexible sigmoidoscopy every five years. A sigmoidoscopy is a lighted tube placed into the lower part of the colon through the rectum. This allows the doctor to look at the inside of the rectum and part of the colon for cancer or polyps.

· Double contrast barium enema every five years.

Following a diagnosis of colorectal cancer, a physician will determine how widespread the cancer is to establish its staging. The stage of the disease has implications on the prognosis and treatment of the patient.

Symptoms4
Bowel symptoms can range from minor problems, such as infections, hemorrhoids or inflammatory bowel disease, to more serious conditions, such as inflammation of the colon or cancer. Specific signs and symptoms may include:
· Change in bowel habits such as diarrhea, constipation, or narrowing of the stool that lasts for more than a few days

· Feeling a bowel movement is needed, but experiencing no relief once completed

· Rectal bleeding or blood in the stool

· Cramping or steady abdominal pain

· Weakness and fatigue

Treatment
Treatment of colorectal cancer is often determined by the stage of the cancer. The main types of treatment used are surgery, radiation, chemotherapy and targeted therapy. Depending on the stage of the cancer, a combination of treatments may be used.
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Fast Facts


Colorectal cancer is the third most common cancer worldwide in both men and women.3


Colorectal cancer is the fourth most commonly diagnosed cancer and the second leading cause of cancer-related deaths in men and women (when combined) in the United States with African-Americans suffering at a disproportionate rate.2,5,6,7


In the U.S., one out of 20 people will develop colorectal cancer in their lifetime.8


It is estimated that 1,234,000 people in the world are living with colorectal cancer and that about 608,000 will succumb to the disease each year.9


The death rate from colorectal cancer has declined in the past 20 years, due in part to advances in colorectal cancer screening.8
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