Group discussion – Question 3 –
So, moving on to the main approaches and strategies that could be used to control the incidence of bowel cancer, I think it is important to look at this from both a prevention and early detection perspective.
Mrs Smith is 61-year-old women with a family history of bowel cancer. Her symptoms include blood in her stools, abdominal pain and weight loss, highlighting the importance of early detection and prevention.
Bowel cancer is influenced by a combination of factors, including age, genetics, family history, diet and lifestyle. While we cannot change factors such as our age or genetics, there are lifestyle factors that we can influence. According to Cancer Research UK, factors such as diet, lifestyle, age and family history can all be linked to bowel cancer risk. So, I think prevention and early detection are both important when looking at how we can reduce the impact of bowel cancer within the community.
Promoting healthier lifestyles
Firstly, one of the main approaches is promoting healthier lifestyles.
This could include encouraging people to eat a healthy, balanced diet with plenty of fibre from foods such as fruit, vegetables, beans and wholegrains, while reducing the amount of red and processed meat they consume. Regular physical activity and maintaining a healthy weight are also important. Limiting alcohol and not smoking can also help reduce the risk of cancer.
According to the World Cancer Research Fund, or WCRF, their cancer prevention recommendations include being physically active, maintaining a healthy weight, eating more wholegrains, vegetables, fruit and beans, and limiting red and processed meat and alcohol.
But I think it is important to remember that this isn't only about what individuals do. Communities can also support healthier lifestyles. For example, schools, workplaces, GP surgeries and community centres could provide information about healthy eating and physical activity. Communities could also encourage exercise through walking groups, sports activities and other accessible opportunities.
Screening and early detection
Moving on from prevention, another really important strategy is bowel cancer screening.
Screening is important because it can help identify bowel cancer at an earlier stage, sometimes before a person develops symptoms. In the UK, bowel screening uses the FIT, or faecal immunochemical test, which looks for small amounts of blood in a person's stool.
According to Cancer Research UK, bowel screening can help detect bowel cancer early, and it can also identify some changes in the bowel that may develop into cancer.
However, simply offering screening isn't enough. People also need to understand why screening is important and feel comfortable taking part. Some people may feel embarrassed about bowel-related tests, may not understand how the test works, or may ignore their screening invitation.
Therefore, community education could be used to explain the process, address concerns and encourage people to take part.
Awareness of symptoms
Another strategy is increasing awareness of bowel cancer symptoms.
People should know what changes to look out for, including blood in the stool, a persistent change in bowel habits, unexplained weight loss, abdominal pain or ongoing tiredness that could be related to anaemia.
According to Cancer Research UK, these are among the possible symptoms associated with bowel cancer.
I think this is particularly important because people can sometimes ignore symptoms or feel embarrassed about talking about bowel problems.
Community awareness campaigns through GP surgeries, pharmacies, workplaces, social media and community centres could help make conversations about bowel health more normal and encourage people to seek medical advice when necessary.
It's also important to make the distinction between screening and symptoms. Screening is aimed at people who don't have symptoms. If someone does develop possible symptoms, they shouldn't wait for a screening test before seeking medical advice. This is why public awareness is such an important part of early detection.
Reducing health inequalities
Finally, I think we also need to consider health inequalities and access to healthcare.
Not everyone has the same access to health information or healthcare services. People may experience barriers such as language difficulties, cultural barriers, financial difficulties, lack of awareness or embarrassment about discussing bowel health.
Therefore, health promotion needs to be accessible to different groups within the community.
According to the NHS, making health information accessible and supporting people to understand and use health services is an important part of reducing inequalities in healthcare.
For example, information could be provided in different languages and through trusted community organisations, pharmacies and GP practices. Healthcare professionals can also take the time to explain screening and answer questions or concerns that people may have.
This is important because if some groups are less likely to access screening or healthcare, then simply having a screening programme available may not be enough to reduce inequalities.
Conclusion
So, overall, I think controlling bowel cancer requires a combination of strategies rather than relying on one approach.
We can reduce risk by promoting healthier lifestyles, use screening to detect bowel cancer earlier, improve awareness of symptoms so that people seek medical advice when necessary, and reduce inequalities by making health information and healthcare more accessible.
The Link to Mrs Smith: Although Mrs Smith does not smoke and only occasionally drinks alcohol, she should still understand the importance of screening and recognising symptoms. Her symptoms require urgent investigation rather than simply waiting for a routine screening invitation.
The main point is that controlling bowel cancer isn't just about treating people once they develop the disease. It is also about preventing cancer where possible, detecting it early, and making sure everyone in the community has the opportunity to access appropriate information and healthcare.

