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About the  
National Bowel Cancer Screening Program

Why you should do the test
 • Doing this test could save your life
 • The test helps to detect bowel cancer early
 • Bowel cancer can develop without any symptoms
 • The risk of bowel cancer rises sharply from the age of 50
 • The good news is that if found early, nine out of 10 bowel cancers can be 

successfully treated
 • Doctors recommend doing an at-home test every two years from the age of 

50—74  
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Who should do the test?
 ü Nearly everyone aged 50−74 years 
 ü Both women and men 
 ü Even healthy people – age is the biggest risk factor for bowel cancer
 ü People who have done it before – doctors recommend screening every  

two years.  

 • If you have symptoms or a strong family history of bowel cancer (see Bowel 
Cancer section, page 6) talk to your doctor as soon as possible about the kind 
of testing you may need.

 • You may not need to do the test if you have had a colonoscopy in the last two 
years or are seeing your doctor about bowel problems.

 
What is the test looking for? 
 • The screening test checks for tiny traces of blood in the bowel motion (poo) of 

people who do not have symptoms. 
 • Bowel cancer or polyps (small lumps) can grow on the inside wall of the bowel. 

Often tiny amounts of blood leak from these growths and can be found in poo 
before any symptoms are noticed.

 • Polyps are not cancers, but may develop into cancers over time. They can be 
easily removed, reducing the risk of bowel cancer developing.

 • If blood is found in your sample this could be due to a number of things other 
than cancer but you will need to see your doctor to discuss the result. Your 
doctor may recommend a colonoscopy to find the cause of the bleeding (see 
Colonoscopy section, page 13).
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Bowel Cancer

What your bowel does

Your bowel is part of your digestive system. This part of your body breaks down food 
and passes it out of your body in a bowel motion (poo). 

Your bowel has three parts:
 • small bowel – which absorbs nutrients from broken-down food
 • large bowel (colon) – which mainly absorbs water
 • rectum – which stores poo until it is passed from the body through the bottom 

(anus).

 
What is bowel cancer?
 • Bowel cancer most commonly develops inside the large bowel (colon)
 • Most bowel cancers develop from small lumps called polyps in the bowel lining
 • Not all polyps turn into cancer
 • Removing polyps reduces your risk of bowel cancer.

Colon

Small Bowel

Rectum
Anus
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The stages of bowel cancer

What are the symptoms of bowel cancer?

Bowel cancer can develop without any symptoms. This is why it is important to screen 
every two years. Symptoms can include:
 • blood in your urine, poo or in the toilet bowl
 • a recent and persistent change in your toilet habit, such as looser poos,  

severe constipation and/or if you need to poo more often than usual
 • unexplained tiredness or weight loss
 • stomach pain. 

 

KNOW THE SYMPTOMS:
 • If you notice any of these symptoms, it does not mean that you have bowel 

cancer, but it is very important that you talk to your doctor.
 • Bowel cancer can affect people under 50, so make sure all your family members 

and friends know these symptoms and talk to their doctor if they  
are concerned.
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Illustrations on page 5 and 6 adapted from original illustrations, courtesy The Cancer Council Victoria.
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You might be at increased risk of bowel cancer if you: 
 • Are over the age of 50
 • Are overweight  
 • Have a diet high in red meat and processed meats (e.g. bacon, sausages)
 • Have a diet low in vegetables, fruit, beans and whole grains (e.g. wholemeal 

bread, brown rice)
 • Smoke 
 • Drink alcohol
 • Have an inflammatory bowel disease (e.g. Crohn’s disease or ulcerative colitis)
 • Have previously had non-cancerous tumours in the bowel 
 • Have a strong family history of bowel cancer.

What is a strong family history of bowel cancer?

A strong family history of bowel cancer is if:
 ð A close relative (parent, brother, sister or child) developed bowel cancer at a 

young age (under 55 years); or
 ð More than one close relative in your family has had bowel cancer at any age.

If you think you have a strong family history of bowel cancer, talk to your doctor about 
your risk of getting the disease and what testing is right for you.
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You can lower your risk of bowel cancer

While no cancer is completely preventable, you can lower your risk of  
bowel cancer by:

 ü eating a healthy diet 
 ð limit red meat (less than 500g per week), avoid processed meat
 ð eat more grains, veg, fruit and beans
 ð avoid high calorie foods and sugary drinks

 ü being physically active for at least 30 minutes every day, and sit less
 ü reducing the amount of alcohol you drink
 ü not smoking
 ü screening every two years to help detect bowel changes early when they are 

easier to treat.

BECAUSE IT CAN 
DETECT BOWEL CANCER BEFORE 

SYMPTOMS APPEAR
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Your Test Kit

 
TIPS TO REMIND YOU TO DO THE TEST KIT
 • Put it somewhere you can see it to remind you to do it  (e.g. on your vanity or 

toilet seat). 
 • Commit yourself to the days you will take your samples (e.g. Monday and Tuesday 

next week).

What does the test kit involve?

This free screening test is quick, clean and easy – and you do it at home. You don’t 
have to change your diet or medications. The test involves taking two tiny samples of 
poo from two separate poos with a collection stick. You then post the samples to the 
Program lab. The samples are tested for tiny, invisible traces of blood.

Getting an accurate result – keeping your sample safe

The test is highly accurate for finding blood. However, when there is a delay in testing 
samples or they are exposed to high temperatures for a long period the blood can 
break down and be harder to detect. This may result in an inaccurate result. 

Taking the samples close together, storing them in the fridge and posting them quickly 
is important for an accurate result.
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Why do you need to put your samples in the fridge? 

The fridge provides the most stable conditions for your sample and with the protective 
packaging, there is no risk of contamination with other contents of your fridge. Do not 
put your samples in the freezer. 

Getting your result

Your result will be mailed to you and your doctor (if you have nominated one) a few 
weeks after you post your samples.

Negative result

If no blood is found in your samples, your test result will be negative and no further 
action is needed for now. However, this does not mean that you do not have or can 
never develop bowel cancer, as some bowel cancers do not bleed or only bleed on 
and off. Tests like the one used in the Program detect up to 85% of bowel cancers. 
This is why it is important to screen every two years and talk to your doctor if you 
develop symptoms after getting a negative result (see the Bowel Cancer section for 
symptoms on page 6). 

Positive result

If blood is found in your samples, your test result will be positive and you will need to 
discuss the result with your doctor. A positive result may be due to conditions other 
than cancer (such as polyps, haemorrhoids or inflammation of the bowel), but it is 
important to investigate. Your doctor may recommend a further test to find the cause 
of the bleeding, usually a colonoscopy. 

What is the test provided by the Program? 

The test is an immunochemical faecal occult blood test (iFOBT). 
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Don’t need the test now or don’t want to be a part of the Program? 

Participating in the Program is your choice.

You can delay your test (suspend) or choose to be removed from the Program  
(opt off). Call the Program Info Line on 1800 118 868 or complete the form at the 
back of this booklet (page 17). 
 • If you suspend from the Program, you can choose a date you wish to re-join.  

You can suspend your participation for up to one year.
 • If you choose to opt off the Program, you will receive no further free test kits 

or correspondence from the Program. No further clinical information relating to 
bowel screening will be stored on your record on the Program Register.

You can re-join the Program at any time.

For information on how your personal information will be managed please see the 
Program Register section on page 14 or visit  
www.cancerscreening.gov.au/nbcsp-privacy.  

WILL BE SENT
A FREE KIT IN THE MAIL

EVERY TWO YEARS
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What should you do with your test kit if you don’t want to take part?

Put your unwanted test kit in your rubbish bin. Do not return your unused kit or give it 
to another person.

What if you know someone who wants a kit? 

If you know someone aged 50–74 who wants to do a test, they can call the Program 
Info Line on 1800 118 868 or visit  
www.cancerscreening.gov.au/bowel for more information.
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Colonoscopy

If your test results come back positive for blood in your bowel motion, your doctor 
may refer you for a colonoscopy.

What is a colonoscopy?

A colonoscopy is a procedure to look inside your bowel while you are under sedation 
(asleep). The doctor inserts a narrow flexible tube with a tiny camera attached into 
the rectum to look for polyps or cancerous growths. As with all medical procedures, 
there are risks as well as benefits. However, the benefits of finding cancer early far 
outweigh the potential risks of a colonoscopy.  It is important that you discuss the 
risks and benefits with your doctor before having a colonoscopy.

Will you have to pay for a colonoscopy?

There is no cost for a colonoscopy as a public patient.  You may have to pay a fee if 
you have your colonoscopy as a private patient.  You should talk to your doctor about 
any financial costs before the colonoscopy.

What happens if something is found during the colonoscopy?

If polyps or other growths are found, the doctor will usually remove them immediately 
and send them to a lab to be tested for cancer. 

You may need surgery if a bowel cancer is found. If it is found at an early stage, the 
chance of a full recovery is high and most people will be able to return to their normal 
lifestyle.  Most cancers found through the Program are at an early stage.

What if the colonoscopy doesn’t show anything?

If no polyps or cancerous growths are found, the Program will send you another test 
when you are next eligible. In the meantime, if you develop any symptoms (see the 
Bowel Cancer section on page 6), you should see your doctor.
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Program Register 

What information is kept by the Program Register?

The Program Register holds personal information such as:
 • your Medicare number
 • your contact details
 • results of your Program screening test 
 • the name of your nominated doctor
 • results of further tests (e.g. a colonoscopy) you may have after your Program 

screening test.

 What will this information be used for?

 This information will be used to:
 • remind you to do your test kit 
 • assist you to receive follow up and access to health services
 • invite you to do another test kit in the future 
 • contact medical service providers to request your test results
 • monitor and evaluate the Program and its impact on bowel cancer in Australia.

Who will my information be provided to?

Personal information kept on the Register may be provided to health and other 
professionals who provide services under the Program, such as: 
 • your nominated doctor
 • medical specialists
 • the pathology laboratory responsible for testing your samples
 • employees and contracted service providers of state and territory health 

departments
 • the Australian Government Department of Health
 • the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare
 • authorised third party service providers 
 • any authorised third party you nominate.
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Privacy

Your personal information and test results kept on the Program Register are protected 
by the Privacy Act 1988 and will be handled in accordance with the Australian Privacy 
Principles set out within that Act.

Further information is available on the Program website: 
www.cancerscreening.gov.au/nbcsp-privacy

OF BOWEL CANCERS CAN 
BE SUCCESSFULLY TREATED 

IF DETECTED EARLY
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National Bowel Cancer Screening Program
Opt Off Form

This form is to be used if you do not wish to participate in the program.  

ID number 
      

Family Name           Date of Birth       /   /

Given Name(s)           Female     Male 

Please provide your reason for opting off the program:

I understand by choosing to opt off:

•  I will not receive any reminder letters and will not be invited to screen in the future, 
unless I notify the program that I want to be involved.

•  If I have opted off the program but then decide to participate by doing the program FOBT, 
I will be considered a participant in the program. This means my test results will be 
recorded on the Program Register and reminder letters will be sent to me if necessary.

Signed             Dated       /   /

Please Note: This form must be signed by the person invited to participate in the program 
or a third party authorised to act on their behalf. If signing on behalf of the invitee please 
provide your name and contact information:

Authorised third party name

Authorised third party contact numbers:

Work:  (       ) Home:  (       ) (Mobile) 

Once you have completed this form, please 
remove it from the booklet and send it to the 
Program Register at the following address 
(no postage stamp required):

NBCSP Register 
Reply Paid 83245 
Canberra BC ACT 2610

   Opt off form
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PAGE  28

National Bowel Cancer Screening Program
Suspend Form

This form is to be used if you wish to suspend your participation in the 
program for a period of time. 

ID number 
      

Family Name           Date of Birth       /   /

Given Name(s)           Female     Male 

seeking doctor’s advice  

recent bowel cancer 
screening 

recent colonoscopy 

illness  

travelling

other

I wish to suspend my participation until (tick one of the following):

     /   /   (Please enter the date you wish to recommence in the program.  
      This cannot be greater than one year from the date you were  
      invited to participate)

I am next eligible to participate in the program

Signed             Dated       /   /

Please Note: This form must be signed by the person invited to participate in the program 
or a third party authorised to act on their behalf. If signing on behalf of the invitee please 
provide your name and contact information:

Authorised third party name

Authorised third party contact numbers:

Work:  (       ) Home:  (       ) (Mobile) 

Once you have completed this form, please 
remove it from the booklet and send it to the 
Program Register at the following address 
(no postage stamp required):

NBCSP Register 
Reply Paid 83245 
Canberra BC ACT 2610

   Suspend form
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Need help? 
If you need more information the organisations below will be able to help you. 

If you want to… Organisation Contact Info

 • Find out more about the Program

National 
Bowel Cancer 

Screening 
Program 

Information Line

1800 118 868

www.cancerscreening.gov.au/bowel

 • Ask questions about how to do 
the test kit

Test Kit Helpline

1800 930 998

or watch a quick video at  
www.cancerscreening.gov.au/bowel

 • Access interpreter services
Translating and 

Interpreting 
Service

13 14 50

www.tisnational.gov.au

 • Access translated materials and 
letters

National 
Bowel Cancer 

Screening 
Program

www.cancerscreening.gov.au/translations

 • Access services to help with a 
hearing impairment

Teletypewriter 
(TTY) service

1800 810 586

 • Talk to trained staff about cancer

 • Find out what local cancer 
services are available

Cancer Council
13 11 20 

www.cancer.org.au
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