
Colorectal Cancer
Colorectal cancer occurs when cells in the colon or rectum grow and multiply 
uncontrollably, damaging surrounding tissue and interfering with the normal function of 
the colon or rectum. The cells can spread to other parts of the body. When the disease 
spreads to outside the colon or rectum, it is still called colorectal cancer.

Your best chance for surviving colorectal cancer 
is detecting it early. When found early, there is 
nearly a 90 percent chance for cure.
Symptoms

Signs or symptoms of colorectal cancer may not appear until the disease is more advanced.  
Most colorectal cancers begin as a polyp, a small, non-cancerous growth on the colon wall that 
can grow larger and become cancerous. As polyps grow, they can bleed or block the intestine, 
causing a bowel obstruction. Common symptoms include:

• rectal bleeding
• blood in the stool or toilet after a bowel movement
• prolonged diarrhea or constipation
• change in the size or shape of your stool
• abdominal pain or a cramping pain in your lower stomach
• feeling of discomfort or urge to have a bowel movement when there is no need

In later stages, patients may experience unexplained weight loss, fatigue, or night sweats.  
Having any of these symptoms does not mean that you have cancer, but if you notice one or  
more of them for more than two weeks, see your doctor immediately.

MD Anderson has specific cancer screening guidelines based on 
your chances of getting cancer. The exam you get and how often 
you are tested depends on whether you are at average, increased 
or high risk for colorectal cancer. 

If you are at increased or high risk for colorectal cancer, you may 
need to start screening at an earlier age or have exams more 
frequently.

It’s important to know if people in your family have had cancer. 
This information, along with your personal health history, helps 
your doctor find out if you’re at increased risk. You and your 
doctor can use this information to make a well-informed decision 
about cancer screening.

The screening guidelines on this fact sheet are for men and 
women at average risk. To see MD Anderson screening 
guidelines for those at increased and  
high risk for colorectal cancer, visit  
www.mdanderson.org/screeningguidelines. 

Cancer screening exams are medical tests performed when a person has no 
symptoms. Beginning at age 50, men and women should follow ONE of the 
examination schedules below. 

1.	 Colonoscopy every 10 years. This test is preferred by  
MD Anderson to prevent and find colorectal cancer. 

2.	 Virtual colonoscopy every five years. A traditional colonoscopy will then be 
performed if polyps are found.

3.	 Fecal Occult Blood Test (FOBT) every year. This test finds hidden blood 
in the stool, which may be a sign of cancer. The FOBT does not prevent 
colorectal cancer. If the doctor finds blood in your stool, you may need to 
get a colonoscopy.

If you choose a virtual colonoscopy, check with your insurance provider before 
scheduling an exam. Not all insurance providers cover the cost of this exam.

MD Anderson does not recommend colorectal screening exams for men 
and women ages 85 and older. Screening for adults ages 76 to 85 should be 
considered on an individual basis by a person’s doctor.

“I was in total shock when I found out I had cancer,”  
Sheila Lau says. “I had no history. How could this be 
growing in me and I don’t know about it?” Sheila is 
healthy today and has learned that a cancer diagnosis 
is not the end of the world.
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The Best of Colorectal Health

MD Anderson recommends 
that people at average risk 
for colorectal cancer get a 
colonoscopy every 10 years 
unless polyps are found. 
Polyps are small growths on 
the lining of the colon that 
can become cancer.

What Increases Your Chances of Colorectal Cancer? 

colon 
polyps
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MD Anderson Resources
The Cancer Prevention Center can help you understand your risk of developing cancer 
through risk assessment and, when appropriate, genetic testing. The center offers 
personalized risk-reduction strategies, including healthy lifestyle recommendations 
and the use of medications to reduce cancer risk. Specialists perform risk-based 
cancer screening exams based on age, gender and cancer risk factors.

MD Anderson provides cancer care services at five convenient locations  
in the greater Houston area: Bay Area, Katy, Texas Medical Center, Sugar Land and 
The Woodlands.

For more information about MD Anderson programs or services, or to make an 
appointment, contact askMDAnderson at 1-877-632-6789 and ask for Carla,  
or visit www.mdanderson.org/ask.

Want to learn how you can prevent cancer?
Get a personalized action plan by completing MD Anderson’s Cancer Risk Check  
at www.mdanderson.org/riskcheck.

You can’t change the factors listed below, but a doctor can 
suggest getting tested at an earlier age and more often if you 
have more than one of these factors.

Age – Your chances of getting colorectal cancer increase after age 50. 

Family history – Your chances are higher if you have a parent, 
brother or sister with colorectal cancer or pre-cancerous polyps, called 
adenomatous polyps. It’s even higher if your family members got cancer 
before age 60.

Bowel disease – Your chances are higher if you have had Crohn’s 
disease or ulcerative colitis. 

Colorectal cancer and polyps – If you’ve had colorectal cancer or 
precancerous (adenomatous) polyps, your risk increases. It takes about 
five to eight years for a precancerous polyp to turn into cancer.   

You can do something about the risk factors below. Making the 
healthy changes below does not mean you will not get cervical 
cancer, but it may lower your chances.

Weight and exercise – Not getting enough exercise and being 
overweight or obese increase your chances of colorectal cancer. 

Diet – Eating too much red meat (beef, pork, lamb or liver) and 
processed meat (hot dogs) can increase your chances for colorectal 
cancer. Diets high in fruits and vegetables are believed to decrease 
your chances. 

Cigarette smoking and alcohol – Stop smoking and try to avoid 
alcohol. This can lower your chances of getting cancer. 


