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This information booklet cannot be completely 
comprehensive and is intended as a guide only. 
It should not replace individual medical advice.  
If you have any concerns about your health,  
or further questions, you should raise them  
with your doctor.

Copyright 
© Commonwealth of Australia 2024.

The material in this information booklet is licensed under a Creative Commons 
Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0) licence,  
with the exception of:
• the Commonwealth Coat of Arms
• this Department’s logo
• any third party material
• any material protected by a trademark, and
• any images and/or photographs.

More information on this license is set out at the Creative Commons Website. 
Enquiries about this license and any use of this information booklet can be sent 
to: Communication Branch, Department of Health and Aged Care, GPO Box 
9848, Canberra ACT 2601, or via e-mail to copyright@health.gov.au.

Attribution
Use of all or part of this guide must include the following attribution: 
© Commonwealth of Australia 2024

Published October 2024.

https://au.creativecommons.net
mailto:copyright%40health.gov.au?subject=
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About the National Bowel  
Cancer Screening Program

The National Bowel Cancer Screening Program aims  
to reduce deaths from bowel cancer by detecting the 
early signs of the disease. 

Eligible people aged 45 to 74 can screen with the 
program.

The program is supported by the National Cancer 
Screening Register which invites and reminds  
people to screen and to take the next steps on  
their screening journey.

Your next test kit will automatically be mailed to you  
every 2 years after your last screening test is completed. 
You can also ask your doctor about getting a kit.

of people who develop  
bowel cancer do not have a  
family history of the disease

80%
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Who should do  
the test

	� All eligible people  
aged 45 to 74. 

	� Even fit and healthy 
people. Age is the 
biggest risk factor for 
bowel cancer. 

	� People who have done 
it before – screening is 
recommended every 
two years. 

Why you should do  
the test
l	� It could save your life.
l	� Bowel cancer can 

develop without you 
noticing the early signs.

l	� �The risk of bowel cancer 
increases with age.

l	� �If found early, over 90% 
of bowel cancers can be 
successfully treated. 

l	� Doctors recommend 
people aged 45 to 74 
screen every two years.

If you have signs, symptoms or a family 
history of bowel cancer, this test may not 
be suitable for you (see The signs and 
symptoms of bowel cancer, page 20). 

You may not need to do the test if you have 
had a colonoscopy in the last two years or 
are seeing a doctor about bowel problems. 
Talk to your doctor about your options.
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What the test is looking for 
The test is called an immunochemical faecal occult blood 
test or iFOBT. It checks for tiny traces of blood in your 
bowel motion (poo). This blood is often invisible or very 
hard to see.

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 other 
signs are noticed. 

Blood 
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Figure 1:  How bowel cancer can develop
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Reducing the risk of bowel cancer developing
Polyps are not cancers but may turn into cancer over 
time. They can be easily removed, reducing the risk of 
bowel cancer developing. 

A positive test result is not a cancer diagnosis. If blood  
is found in your poo samples you will need to see  
your doctor to discuss the result as soon as possible. 
Your doctor may recommend a colonoscopy or another 
diagnostic test to find the cause of the bleeding  
(see What your result means, page 14).
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Your test kit
Your at-home screening test is free, simple and could 
save your life.

Tips to remember  
to do the test
l	Put it next to the toilet.
l	� Complete it within  

the next 2 weeks.
l	� Set a reminder for  

the days you will  
take your samples.
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How to do the test
The test involves taking two tiny samples from two 
different poos using the collection tubes included  
in the kit. 

Fill in the participant details form with the dates you  
took the samples, sign the form and include it in the  
reply paid envelope with your collection tubes.  
Mail it all off to the pathology laboratory.

See the included step-by-step instructions,  
or watch a video on how to do the test at  
www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-kit-video. 

You can also call the Test Kit Helpline on  
1800 930 998 between 7.30am and 10pm  
Monday to Friday, and weekends between  
9am and 7pm.

http://www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-kit-video
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Getting an accurate result
The test detects tiny amounts of blood in the 
poo. If there is blood in your samples, it can 
decay over time.

To ensure the test is accurate:
l	� wait three days after finishing your period 

before doing the test 
l	� try to collect both samples within 3 days  

of each other
l	� mail your samples as soon as possible – 

samples need to be received by the lab  
within 14 days of the first sample being taken

l	� store your samples in the fridge (or somewhere 
cool) until you’re ready to post them 

l	� when returning samples in the reply paid 
envelope, post it in the cooler part of the day 
(or take it to a post office)

l	� keep taking any medication you are on and eat 
as you normally would before you do the test. 
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Keeping your samples cool
Prior to posting, the fridge is the best place 
for your samples. Put the tubes in the supplied 
plastic bag. Don’t worry, it is clean as the bag  
zips shut. Do not freeze the samples. 

I don’t want to receive the kit again
While regular bowel screening over the age  
of 45 is strongly encouraged, it is your choice. 

You can delay getting your test kit or opt out  
of the program. You can re-join at any time.

l	� If you delay participation, you can choose a 
date you wish to re-join. 

l	� If you opt out, you will not receive any further 
free test kits or correspondence from the 
program. You will receive a letter confirming 
your choice to opt out.

To delay or opt-out, contact the National  
Cancer Screening Register at www.ncsr.gov.au  
or by calling 1800 627 701.

http://www.ncsr.gov.au
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Can I give my kit to another person?
If you don’t want to do the test, put the unwanted 
kit in the rubbish bin. Please do not give your kit 
to another person or return it via the mail.

If you know someone who wants to  
do the test 
People aged 45 to 74 who want to do the test 
can contact the National Cancer Screening 
Register at www.ncsr.gov.au or by calling  
1800 627 701 to discuss their eligibility.  
They can also visit www.health.gov.au/nbcsp  
for more information or talk to their doctor  
about getting a kit. 

People not eligible for the program who have 
concerns about bowel health, should discuss 
screening options with their doctor. Their doctor 
may recommend a non-program kit covered  
by Medicare. 

Non-program screening kits can also be 
purchased online or from a chemist.

http://www.ncsr.gov.au
http://www.health.gov.au/nbcsp
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Receiving your result 
Your result will be mailed to you and your doctor  
(if you nominated one) within four weeks of posting 
your samples for testing. 

Your result will also be sent to your My Health 
Record if you are registered. If you don’t want 
this to happen, you can indicate this on your 
participant details form when you return the 
samples. 

If your result is sent to My Health Record and  
you decide you want it removed, you can do  
this by logging into My Health Record or phoning 
the help line, available 24/7 on 1800 723 471.

9 %
of bowel cancers can be 

successfully treated  
if found early
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What your result means

Negative result 
A negative result means no blood was found in 
your samples. Do the test again in two years.

While the test can detect most bowel cancers, 
some bowel cancers bleed on and off. That’s why 
it is important to screen every two years and to talk 
to your doctor if you develop signs or symptoms 
after receiving a negative result (see About bowel 
cancer on page 18).

Positive result
A positive result means blood was found in your 
samples. You will need to discuss the result with 
your doctor as soon as possible. 

A positive result does not mean you have cancer. 
It may be due to other conditions such as polyps, 
haemorrhoids or inflammation of the bowel,  
but it is important to investigate. 

Your doctor may recommend you do a further 
diagnostic test to find the cause of the bleeding, 
such as a colonoscopy.
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Inconclusive or no result 
An inconclusive or no result means one or both 
samples were unable to be tested by the laboratory 
and you need to complete the test again.  
You will automatically be sent another test kit  
within a few weeks. 

An inconclusive result can occur when the:
l sample had too much or not enough poo 
l collection tube was damaged 
l �kit is expired (check the ‘use by’ date on  

the back)
l �samples were not tested within 14 days of  

the first collection 
l �there were no collection dates on the tubes  

or participant details form.
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If you get a positive result

If your test result is positive 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. 

The process is quick and usually takes between 20 to  
45 minutes. Your doctor can advise you on the benefits  
and risks associated with this procedure. 

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

If something is found during a colonoscopy 
If polyps or other growths are found, the doctor will usually 
remove them immediately. They will be sent to a laboratory 
to be tested.
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You may need surgery if a bowel cancer is found. If it is 
found at an early stage, bowel cancer can be successfully 
treated in more than 90% of cases. Most cancers found 
through the program are at an early stage. 

You should talk to your doctor if you develop any signs of 
bowel cancer before you are next due to screen  
(see The signs and symptoms of bowel cancer, page 20).

Screening again after a colonoscopy
If polyps or other growths ARE found during a 
colonoscopy your doctor will advise on further testing and 
treatment and whether continuing bowel cancer screening 
is right for you. 

If NO polyps or other growths are found during a 
colonoscopy you can skip your next screening round and 
instead start screening again four years after your last 
colonoscopy. This is based on current clinical advice. We will 
send you a letter about this ‘skip round’ two years after you 
did your last test as a reminder – but you can still request a 
kit be sent to you if you prefer not to skip a screening round.
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About bowel cancer

Bowel cancer most commonly develops inside the colon 
or rectum (large bowel). 

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
l	 Colon – mainly absorbs water. 
l	� Small bowel – absorbs nutrients from broken- 

down food.
l	� Rectum – stores poo until it is passed from the body 

through the bottom (anus). 

How bowel cancer develops 
l	� Most bowel cancers develop from small lumps called 

polyps in the bowel lining.
l	 Not all polyps turn into cancer.
l	� Removing polyps reduces your risk of bowel cancer.
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The signs and symptoms of bowel cancer 
Bowel cancer can develop without you noticing the early  
signs. Signs can include: 
l	� blood in your poo or in the toilet bowl 
l	� changes in your normal toilet habits, such as looser 

poos, severe constipation and/or needing to poo  
more often than usual 

l	� stomach pain
l	� feeling tired for no reason 
l	� unexplained weight loss. 

If you have any of these signs, it does not mean you have 
bowel cancer, but it is important to talk to your doctor. 

The majority of bowel cancer cases occur in people aged 
over 45, but it can affect anyone. Encourage family and 
friends to talk with their doctor if they are concerned. 

Fatigue

Unexplained weight loss

Stomach pain

Constipation

Blood in poo

Changed bowel habits

Loose poo

Know the signs 
and symptoms 
of bowel cancer
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What might increase your risk of bowel cancer 
People who smoke, are overweight, have a diet low in 
fresh vegetables and fruit, and high in red and processed 
meats, are at increased risk of several cancers, including 
bowel cancer.

Talk to your doctor about your risk of getting bowel 
cancer and what testing is right if you have:
l	� an inflammatory bowel disease such as Crohn’s 

disease or ulcerative colitis 
l	� �previously had non-cancerous tumours in the bowel 
l	� a family history of bowel cancer. This includes one 

close relative who developed bowel cancer under  
60 years of age (for example, a parent, brother,  
or sister); or you have more than one close relative 
who had bowel cancer at any age.
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How to lower your  
risk of bowel cancer

To stay healthy and strong 
and lower your risk of 
bowel cancer: 
l	� screen every two years 

to help detect bowel 
changes early when 
they are easier to treat 

l	� eat a healthy diet of 
more vegetables, fruits, 
grains, and legumes 
(beans) 

l	� eat less red meat and 
processed meat, such 
as bacon, ham and  
some sausages

l	� be physically active 
for at least 30 minutes 
every day, and sit less

l	� reduce the amount of 
alcohol you drink 

l	� don’t smoke. 

Healthy 
and strong

H2O
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About your privacy

Information that is kept by the National Cancer 
Screening Register 
The National Cancer Screening Register is administered 
by Telstra Health on behalf of the Australian Government 
Department of Health and Aged Care. It holds personal 
information such as:
l	� your contact details 
l	� results of your program screening test 
l	� �the name of your nominated doctor 
l	� �results of further tests you may have after your 

program screening test (such as a colonoscopy)
l	� any correspondence between yourself and the register.

How this information is used
This information will be used to:
l	� remind you to do your test kit 
l	� �assist you to receive follow up and access to  

health services 
l	� �invite you to do another test kit in the future 
l	� contact the program’s pathology provider to request 

your test results 
l	� �monitor and evaluate the program and its impact on 

bowel cancer in Australia.
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Who will see my information?
Personal information kept on the register may be 
provided to the Australian Government Department of 
Health and Aged Care and professionals who provide 
services under the program, such as:
l	� your nominated doctor 
l	� medical specialists 
l	� �the pathology laboratory responsible for testing your 

samples 
l	� employees and contracted service providers of state 

and territory health departments 
l	� the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 
l	� authorised third party service providers 
l	� any authorised third party you nominate.
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Privacy statement
Your personal information is protected by law, including 
the Privacy Act 1988 and the National Cancer Screening 
Register Act 2016, and is being collected for the 
Department of Health and Aged Care for the purpose of 
including information about you on the National Cancer 
Screening Register (NCSR) as part of the National Bowel 
Cancer Screening Program. Personal information about you 
has also been collected from Services Australia (Medicare 
and Department of Veterans’ Affairs) as part of the process 
of inviting you to undergo screening and may be collected 
for follow-up after you have had a screening test. Your 
information may be used by the NCSR or given to other 
parties to provide you with healthcare, for the purpose of 
research, investigation or where it is required or authorised 
by law or court or tribunal order. We will not disclose your 
personal information to any overseas recipients.

Further information is available at:  
www.ncsr.gov.au/about-us/privacy-policy

http://www.ncsr.gov.au/about-us/privacy-policy
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For information in your language go to www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-translations 
or call the Translating and Interpreting Service on 13 14 50.

MACEDONIAN
За информации на вашиот јазик, појдете на веб-страницата  
www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-translations или јавете се во  
Службата за писмено и усно преведување (Translating and  
Interpreting Service) на 13 14 50.

ARABIC
للحصول على المعلومات بلغتك، اطّّلع على الموقع

www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-translations أو اتصل بخدمة الترجمة الخطّية
والشفهية ]Translating and Interpreting Service[ على الرقم 50 14 13.

NEPALESE
तपााईंकंोो भााषाामाा जाानकोारीीकोो लाागि� www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-translations 
माा जाानुहोोस्् वाा अनुवााद री दोभााषेा स्वेाालााईं (Translating and Interpreting 
Service) 13 14 50 माा फोोन �नु�होोस्् ।

POLISH
Aby uzyskać informacje w swoim języku, wejdź na stronę  
www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-translations lub zadzwoń do Telefonicznej 
Służby Tłumaczy (Translating and Interpreting Service) pod numer  
13 14 50.

PORTUGUESE
Para informações em seu idioma, acesse  
www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-translations ou ligue para o Serviço de 
Tradução e Interpretação (Translating and Interpreting Service) em 
13 14 50.

PUNJABI
ਆਪਣੀੀ ਭਾਾਸ਼ਾਾ ਵਿੱ�ੱਚ ਜਾਾਣੀਕਾਾਰੀੀ ਲਈ www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-translations ‘ਤੇੇ ਜਾਾਓ ਜਾਾ�   
13 14 50 ‘ਤੇੇ ਅਨੁੁ�ਾਦ ਅਤੇੇ ਦੋਭਾਾਸ਼ਾੀਆ�  ਸੇੇ�ਾ (Translating and Interpreting Service) ਨੰੁ�  
ਫ਼ੋੋਨੁ ਕਾਰੋੀ।

PERSIAN
برای اطّلاعات به زبان خودتان، مراجعه کنيد به 

www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-translations يا زنگ بزنيد به خدمات ترجمه کتبی 
و ترجمه شفاهی (Translating and Interpreting Service) به شماره 50 14 13.

CHINESE SIMPLIFIED
有关您所使用语言的信息，请访问  
www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-translations 或致电 翻译及口译服务 

（Translating and Interpreting Service）电话13 14 50。

CHINESE TRADITIONAL
如需獲得中文資訊，請拜訪 www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-translations 或撥打 
翻譯和口譯服務 [Translating and Interpreting Service]的電話 13 14 50。

CROATIAN
Za informacije na vašem jeziku, posjetite  
www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-translations ili nazovite Službu za prevođenje  
i tumačenje (Translating and Interpreting Service) na 13 14 50.

ASSYRIAN
ܚܒܸܸܪܘܼܼܢ ܠܫܵܵܘܦܵܵܐ  ܠܸܩܢܵܵܝܵܵܐ ܡܵܵܘܕܥܵܵܢܵܘܼܬܵܵܐ ܒܠܸܸܫܵܵܢܵܵܘܟ݂݂ܘܲܢ، ܣܼܲܲ

 

ܡܬܵܵܐ ܪܓܼܲܲ ܬܵ ܕܬܼܵܲ ܚܒܸܸܪܘܼܼܢ ܩܵܵܐ ܚܸܸܠܸܡܼܲ ܢ ܡܼܵܲ www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-translations ܝܼܲܲ
ܠ ܡܸܵܢܵܝܵܵܢܵܵܐ 50 14 13. )Translating and Interpreting Service) ܥܼܵܲ

HAZARAGI
بلده کسب مالومات زيادتر به زيبون خود خو به نشانی 

 www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-translations بوريد يا بلده خدمات ترجمانی شفاهی
(Translating and Interpreting Service) د شماره 50 14 13 زنگ ديد .و کتبی

GREEK
Για πληροφορίες στη γλώσσα σας, επισκεφθείτε την ιστοσελίδα  
www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-translations ή καλέστε την Υπηρεσία Μετάφρασης 
και Διερμηνείας (Translating and Interpreting Service) στον αριθμό 13 14 50.

HINDI
अपानी भााषाा मंा जाानकोारीी केो गिलाए www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-translations पारी  
जााएँ याा अनुवााद एवंा दुभाागिषायाा से्वाा (Translating and Interpreting Service) कोो  
13 14 50पारी फोोन कोरंी।

ITALIAN
Per informazioni nella tua lingua, visita www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-translations, 
o chiama il Servizio di interpretariato e traduzione (Translating and Interpreting 
Service) al numero 13 14 50.

KHMER
សម្រា�ប់់ព័័ត៌៌�នជាភាសារប់ស់អ្ននក សមូទៅ�កាន់ទៅ�ហទំព័ំ័រ  
www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-translations ឬទៅ�ទំរូសព័ទទៅ� ទៅសវាប់កប្រែម្រាប់ភាសាសរទៅសរ 
និងភាសាផ្ទាទ ល់់�ត់៌ (Translating and Interpreting Service) តាមទៅល់ខ 13 14 50។

KOREAN
한국어로 된 정보를 원하시면 www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-translations를 
방문하거나 13 14 50번으로 통번역 서비스 (Translating and Interpreting 
Service)에 전화하십시오.

SERBIAN
За информације на вашем језику, посетите  
www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-translations или позовите Службу  
за превођење и тумачење (Translating and Interpreting Service)  
на 13 14 50.

SPANISH
Para obtener información en su idioma, visite  
www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-translations o llame al Servicio de Traducción 
e Interpretación (Translating and Interpreting Service) al 13 14 50.

TURKISH
Kendi dilinizde bilgi almak için www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-translations 
adresini ziyaret edin veya 13 14 50 numaralı telefondan Yazılı ve Sözlü 
Çeviri Hizmetini [Translating and Interpreting Service] arayın.

VIETNAMESE
Để biết thông tin bằng ngôn ngữ của mình, hãy truy cập trang mạng 
www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-translations hoặc gọi cho Dịch vụ Phiên 
dịch và Thông ngôn (Translating and Interpreting Service) theo số  
13 14 50.

RUSSIAN
Для получения информации на вашем языке посетите сайт 
www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-translations или позвоните в Службу 
письменного и устного перевода (Translating and Interpreting 
Service) по номеру 13 14 50.
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Need help?

Update your details, manage participation  
and view screening information
National Cancer  
Screening Register

1800 627 701 
www.ncsr.gov.au

Find out how to do the test kit
Test Kit Helpline 1800 930 998

or watch a short video at  
www.health.gov.au/nbcsp

Access resources for people with low vision
National Bowel Cancer 
Screening Program

www.health.gov.au/
nbcsp-resources-low-vision

Access services to help with a hearing impairment
National Relay Service 1800 555 660

www.accesshub.gov.au
Talk to trained staff about cancer and  
local cancer services
Cancer Council Australia 13 11 20 

www.cancer.org.au
Access translated materials and letters
National Bowel Cancer 
Screening Program

www.health.gov.au/ 
nbcsp-translations

Access interpreter services
Translating and  
Interpreting Service

13 14 50 
www.tisnational.gov.au

http://www.ncsr.gov.au
www.health.gov.au/nbcsp
http://www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-resources-low-vision
http://www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-resources-low-vision
http://www.accesshub.gov.au
http://www.cancer.org.au
www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-translations
www.health.gov.au/nbcsp-translations
http://www.tisnational.gov.au
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