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                                                           INTRODUCTION

Bowel cancer, also known as colorectal cancer, is a disease that begins in the large bowel, usually in the colon or rectum. It occurs when abnormal cells in the lining of the bowel grow uncontrollably, forming tumours that interfere with digestion and waste removal. The disease is one of the most common and serious cancers in the UK, with around 44,000 new cases diagnosed each year (Cancer Research UK 2023). Globally bowel cancer affects approximately 1.9 million people and causes over 930,000 deaths annually (World Health Organization 2021). Early detection through screening is vital, as treatment outcomes are significantly improved when the disease is found at an early stage. However, bowel cancer still represents a major public health challenge that affects not only individuals but also the wider community and healthcare systems such as the NHS.














Consequences of Bowel Cancer for the Community and the NHS

Impact on individuals and families
Bowel cancer has a wider reaching impact that extends beyond the person diagnosed. Individuals often experience physical symptoms such as abdominal pain, rectal bleeding, and changes in bowel habits, but the emotional and psychological effects can be just as important (Macmillan Cancer Support, 2022). People may struggle with anxiety, fear, or depression following their diagnosis, as well as feeling of guilt or self-blame due to lifestyle factors that might have contributed to their illness. Body image can also be affected, particularly after surgery that leaves visible scars or results in a stoma, which can lower self-esteem and impact sexual wellbeing (Bowel Cancer UK, 2022).
Families and close friends are also deeply affected watching a loved one go through treatment or to deal with side effects, it can be distressing. Communication breakdowns are common, as relatives may avoid discussing the illness because they are also struggling to cope emotionally. The stress can cause tension within relationships and may change family dynamics, especially for younger families where roles and responsibilities are still developing. Emotional strain can also lead to feelings of helplessness or burnout among carers who take on daily support tasks (Carers UK, 2023).
Community Level Consequences
In the wider community, bowel cancer leads to social and economic challenges. Many individuals with cancer are unable to work during treatment, which can affect local economies and lead to financial hardship for families (Public Health England, 2021). People may also experience social isolation as they take time off work to avoid social settings due to fatigue, side effects, or embarrassment caused by their symptoms. This isolation can lead to reduced mental wellbeing and an increased need for community-based support services.
Cancer awareness campaigns have improved recognition of early symptoms, but research shows that many younger adults are still unaware that bowel cancer can affect them, the “Never Too Young” report found that younger people often delay visiting their GP for several months, believing their symptoms are not serious or assuming bowel cancer only affects older adults (Bowel Cancer UK, 2021). This lack of awareness leads to later diagnosis, when the disease is more advanced and harder to treat.


Economics and Healthcare Burden 
Bowel cancer also places a major financial strain on the healthcare systems, such as the NHS. Research from 2021 found that colorectal cancer costs the UK healthcare system approximately £1.7million per year, covering both direct and indirect expenses (Cancer Research UK, 2021). Treating early-stage bowel cancer is significantly less expensive and more effective than treating late-stage disease. As a result, delayed diagnosis not only reduces survival chances but also increase overall costs to the NHS.
Resources and Capacity Strain
The growing number of bowel cancer cases has created a major strain on NHS services. Hospitals are facing high demand for diagnostic tests, particularly endoscopies and colonoscopies, but there are not enough trained staff to meet this need (NHS England, 2022). Many hospitals are breaching waiting time targets for life saving tests. Despite government efforts to train 450,000 new endoscopists, only a fraction of that number has been recruited. The Covid 19 Pandemic further worsened delays in screenings and diagnosis, leaving many patients waiting too long for essential treatments. This shortage of resources affects not only bowel cancer services but also impacts the overall efficiency and capacity of the NHS (Health Education England, 2021).
Control and Management of Bowel Cancer
Screening and early detection
Bowel cancer control starts with early detection. Regular screening is one of the most effective ways to identify the disease before symptoms appear (NHS, 2023). Screening can detect small growths called polyps that may develop into cancer over time. Removing these polyps significantly reduces the risk of bowel cancer developing. Early diagnosis greatly increases the chance of successful treatment and survival, as the disease is more difficult to treat in its later stages.
Treatment Approaches
Once diagnosed, bowel cancer can be treated using a combination of surgery, radiotherapy, chemotherapy, targeted therapy, and immunotherapy. The type of treatment depends on the stage and location of the cancer (Cancer Research UK, 2023).
Surgery is often the main treatment for early-stage bowel cancer. It aims to remove the tumour and any affected areas of bowel. In some cases, a stoma may be created to allow waste to leave the body.
Radiotherapy uses high energy rays to destroy cancer cells and may be used to shrink the tumour before surgery or to relieve symptoms in advanced cases.
Chemotherapy involves the use of anti-cancer drugs that circulate in the bloodstream to destroy them from spreading.
Targeted and immunotherapy drugs work differently; they identify and attack specific cancer cells while sparing most normal cells. Immunotherapy helps the body’s immune system recognise and destroy cancer cells more effectively.
In some cases, patients may be invited to take part in clinical trials to test new treatments or combinations of existing therapies, which can lead to further advancements in cancer care (National Institute for Health and Care Research, 2023).
Accessing external support
Beyond medical treatment, emotional and practical support is crucial. Organizations such as Macmillan Cancer Support and Carers UK provide valuable information, resources, and guidance to patients and carers. They offer help with managing side effects, understanding treatment options, and accessing financial advice. External support plays a key role in improving quality of life for both patients and their families, especially when dealing with the long-term effects of treatments and recovery (Macmillan Cancer Support, 2022).
Factors influencing Health and Wellbeing
PPhysical factors
People with bowel cancer often experience a range of physical side effects that affect their daily lives. Treatments such as chemotherapy and radiotherapy can cause fatigue, nausea, pain and appetite loss. Surgical changes, including stomas can also affect body image and self-esteem. Persistent tiredness is common and may limit a person’s ability to work or engage in normal activities (Bowel Cancer UK, 2022). Sexual dysfunction and gastrointestinal problems such as diarrhoea or constipation can further impact wellbeing and confidence. 
Psychological and emotional factors 
A bowel cancer diagnosis can be emotionally overwhelming. Feelings of fear, anxiety, sadness, or denial are normal responses (Macmillan Cancer Support, 2022). Some people experience guilt or blame, believing their lifestyle choices contributed to the disease. Emotional distress can also affect sleep and relationships. Those awaiting test results or treatment decisions often experience high stress levels, known as “impact of waiting” which can affect both mental and physical health. Access to counselling or psychological support can help individuals manage these emotions and maintain a sense of control throughout their treatment journey (NHS, 2023). 
Impact on families and carers 
Bowel cancer doesn’t just affect the patient; it deeply influences the people around them. Family members and friends often take on caregiving roles, helping with daily tasks, attending medical appointments, and providing emotional support. While this can strengthen relationships, it can also lead to carer fatigue or burnout (Macmillan Cancer Support, 2022). Carers may experience their own emotional distress, financial worries, and isolation. Understanding how to manage these responsibilities is vital to protect their own wellbeing. 
Communication within families can also be challenging. Many relatives avoid discussing the illness openly because they fear upsetting the patient. However, open conversations can help reduce anxiety and make everyone feel supported. Family and community-based support systems play a crucial role in helping patients and carers cope with the long-term effects of cancer (Carers UK, 2023).
Protective factors and support systems
Support from healthcare professionals, councillors, and charities can significantly improve outcomes for both patients and carers. Carers who attend appointments and stay informed about treatment plans are better able to manage care and reduce stress. Supporting groups, both in person and online, offer safe spaces to share experiences and coping strategies. Encouraging healthy lifestyle changes such as balanced nutrition, staying active, and quitting smoking can also promote recovery and prevent recurrence (NHS, 2023).
Positive social relationships, emotional understanding and access to resources all act as protective factors that support resilience and enhance quality of life during and after treatment.







                               Conclusion

In conclusion, bowel cancer continues to be a major health issue in both UK and worldwide. Its consequences extend far beyond the physical illness, affecting emotional wellbeing, family relationships, and community resources. The disease also places a heavy strain on the NHS services due to the growing demand for diagnostic tests and treatment. However, with early screening, effective treatment and strong support networks, outcomes for patients can greatly improve. Addressing the psychological, social, and financial impacts of bowel cancer is just as important as treating the disease itself. By increasing awareness, improving early detection, and providing ongoing support for patients and carers, both the community and the healthcare system can work together to reduce the burden of bowel cancer and enhance the wellbeing of everyone affected.
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