
BOWEL CANCER IN THE YOUNG 

BY MR RAVISH JOOTUN 

HOW CAN THIS BE, AT JUST 40 YEARS OF AGE? 

ISN'T BOWEL CANCER FOR PEOPLE OVER 50? NOT ANYMORE ... 

This has been the reaction by some of our younger patients with bowel cancer. Colorectal (bowel) 

cancer is becoming increasingly common in young adults, even as the incidence among older people is 

declining. 

What worries us, colorectal surgeons, is that young adults are disproportionately affected by rectal 

cancer, which requires more complex treatment than cancer of the colon. Moreover, they are 

disproportionately already at stages 3 or 4 at diagnosis. Nl2'1 
The reasons are multifactorial, firstly there is a lack of understanding of the disease in young people 

among patients and physicians. This calls for an urgent need to raise awareness of the issue and to 

understand its underlying causes. We know that only a small proportion of the colorectal (around 5%) 

are hereditary. Most colorectal cancers occur in people who don't have a family history or a known 

genetic predisposition. 

NEVER 
TooYOUNG 
FOR BOWEL CANCER 

Why do patients get Bowel Cancer? 

There are different theories that have emerged for the causes, 

including gut microbiome changes and a sedentary lifestyle. General 

risk factors for colorectal cancer also include smoking and heavy 

alcohol consumption. 

We know that colorectal cancers originate from benign polyps, or 

adenomas, which can become cancerous if not removed and this is 

why a colonoscopy is important to detect and remove these polyps 

prior to them developing into bowel cancer. 

Is awareness needed for Bowel Cancer in the young? 

Colorectal cancers in younger patients are often at advanced stages 

at the time of diagnosis. What's most devastating with colorectal 

cancer is that if caught early, it could be preventable, or at least the 

survival rate would increase significantly. 

However, there are several major barriers to young adults in getting 

diagnosed early. 

Uninsured young people with symptoms of colorectal cancer 

typically don't have access to a timely colonoscopy, which is 

considered the gold-standard diagnostic tool for colorectal cancers. 

Many young adults may be simply unaware that symptoms such as 

rectal bleeding at a young age that could be a symptom of colorectal 

cancer. This may also be due to a lack of awareness among 

physicians. I recall one of my young patients explaining to me 

"my doctor wasn't looking for bowel cancer". 

Other young patients feel too embarrassed to talk about the 

problems with their bowels and just ignore it . The taboos around 

poo are generated around fear. This needs to stop. 

Some patients are afraid of undergoing a colonoscopy. However, a 

colonoscopy is the BEST test for finding colorectal cancer and 

pre-cancerous polyps. A colonoscopy will also help detect and 

remove polyps before they turn to cancer. 

Common Questions 

What does Bowel Cancer feel like? 

Early colon cancer often has no symptoms. 

So the best advice is to start getting screened from the age of 45. 

Blood with bowel movements? 

Don't assume it is hemorrhoids. You may need a colonoscopy to be 

sure it is not a more serious problem. 

Symptoms to watch out for: 

You learn you're anaemic 

A diagnosis of anaemia may be the first sign that you're bleeding 

internally, even if you haven't seen any other bowel cancer 

symptoms. 

You can't catch your breath 

Another side effect of a slow internal bleed is shortness of 

breath 

You feel bloated or crampy 

If things are starting to get blocked and backed up in the colon, 

you may experience bloating 

You have severe constipation 

A bout of constipation here and there is probably nothing to 

worry about, but if it becomes severe and persistent, it could be 

one of the symptoms of colon cancer 

You pass a skinny stool 

Pay attention to what's in the toilet, even if you don't see 

blood-it can reveal lesser-known colon cancer symptoms 

Your stool is a weird colour 

Bleeding from the rectum is usually red. But dark, tarry stools 

are also a sign there's probably some blood in there 
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