
W H AT  A F R I C A N  A M E R I C A N S  N E E D  T O
K N O W  A B O U T  C O L O R E C TA L  C A N C E R

Colorectal cancer is cancer of the colon or rectum and is the second
leading cause of cancer death in the United States for men and women

combined. It will account for 56,290 deaths in 2005. But 90 percent of all
colorectal cancer cases and deaths are preventable by removing polyps
(grape-like growths) before they become cancer.  Colorectal cancer can be
successfully treated — and often cured — when detected early. That is
why screening for prevention and early detection is so important.

All men and women are at risk for colorectal cancer. Some people are at
higher risk for the disease because of age, lifestyle or personal and family
medical history. According to studies, African Americans are at a higher
risk for the disease than other populations.

Starting at age 50, men and women at average risk for colorectal cancer
should begin routine screening tests. Due to new research findings that
African Americans are often diagnosed at a younger age than any other
population, experts suggest that African Americans get screened begin-
ning at age 45.  If you have a personal or family history of colorectal can-
cer, colorectal polyps or inflammatory bowel disease, talk with your health
care professional — you may need to be tested earlier or more frequently.

REMEMBER THESE IMPORTANT FACTS:
• The rate of being diagnosed with colorectal cancer is higher among

African Americans than among any other population group in the
United States.

• Death rates from colorectal cancer are higher among African
Americans than any other population group in the United States.

• Colorectal cancer is the third most common cancer among African
Americans, with an estimated 14,100 cases expected to occur among
this population per year. Of these, an estimated 6,800 deaths will
result. 

• There is evidence that African Americans are less likely than
Caucasians to have screening tests for colorectal cancer.



• African Americans are less likely than Caucasians to have colorectal
polyps detected when they can easily be removed. Polyps are grape-
like growths on the lining of the colon or rectum that may become
cancer, but can be removed to prevent cancer from ever occurring. 

• African Americans are more likely to be diagnosed with colorectal
cancer in advanced stages when there are fewer treatment options
available. They are less likely to live five or more years after being
diagnosed with colorectal cancer than other populations.

• Diet, tobacco use and a lack of access to equal medical treatment
options may increase African Americans’ risk of developing colon 
cancer.

• There may also be genetic factors that contribute to the higher inci-
dence of colorectal cancer among some African Americans. Learn
your family’s medical history and tell you health care professional if a
relative — parent, brother, sister or child — has had colorectal cancer
or colorectal polyps.

• African American women have the same chance of getting colorectal
cancer as men, and are more likely to die of colorectal cancer than
are women of any other population group.

• African American patients experience a larger number of polyps on
the right side of the colon, versus the left.  A sigmoidoscopy (one
screening test for colorectal cancer) can see only the left side of the
colon; colonoscopy (another colorectal cancer screening test) can 
see the entire colon. 

• There are several screening tests available for colorectal cancer 
including tests of the stool, sigmoidoscopy, colonoscopy and barium
enema.  Talk with your health care professional to determine which
test is right for you and how often you should be tested.

March is National Colorectal Cancer Awareness Month,
founded by the Cancer Research and Prevention
Foundation in collaboration with many partner 
organizations. Colorectal cancer is preventable, and 
is easy to treat and often curable when detected early.
Talk with your health care professional about colorectal
cancer today.  

To learn more, visit our Web site at www.preventcancer.org/colorectal


