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The way cancer is treated

Cancer is treated by surgery, chemotherapy (drug treatment), 
immunotherapy — for example, monoclonal antibodies 
(see page 37) — hormone treatment or radiation treatment. 
Sometimes only one of these methods of treatment is used  
for a cancer. Sometimes more than one is used.

What is bowel cancer? 
Bowel cancer is named according to where it is found:  
for example, cancer of the colon, cancer of the rectum  
or colorectal cancer. This cancer occurs when the cells in 
some part of the bowel grow abnormally and form a lump  
or tumour. Most cancers are in the large bowel (see diagram 
on next page). Cancer in the small bowel is less common.

The bowel
The bowel is a six-metre-long tube made of muscle, with 
a lining similar to the inside of the cheek. It is part of the 
digestive system and extends from the stomach to the rectum 
and anus. There are two parts of the bowel — the small bowel 
and the large bowel. Food and liquid are broken down in the 
stomach and then passed into the small bowel to be digested. 
From there, the nutritional parts of food are absorbed into 
the bloodstream and the remains pass into the large bowel.
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The large bowel is made up of two parts — the colon and the 
rectum. The colon is the first one-and-a-half metres of the 
large bowel. The rectum is the last 12 to 15cm, ending at the 
anus. The colon removes liquid from digested food, which 
is turned into solid waste. The rectum holds this solid waste 
until it is expelled as a bowel motion (faeces).

The digestive system
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Symptoms
Common signs and symptoms of bowel cancer may include: 

blood in your bowel motions (this may look like red • 
blood or black bowel motions)

a change in bowel habits• 

diarrhoea, constipation or feeling that your bowel doesn’t • 
empty completely

bowel motions that are narrower than usual• 

general abdominal discomfort (frequent gas pains, • 
bloating or cramps) that can be confused with indigestion

unexplained weight loss• 

tiredness• 

anaemia.• 

Although symptoms are often caused by other 
conditions it is important to get them checked by your 
doctor without delay.

When you’re diagnosed with bowel cancer, you may  
be concerned about your family’s risk of bowel cancer.  
While your family may not be at increased risk, you may wish 
to discuss with them the importance of reporting symptoms  
to their doctor early.
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Ngā tohumate
Ko ngā tohumate e tautuhi ana tērā pea kua pā te 
matepukupuku puku hamuti, ko ēnei:

•	 he	toto	kei	roto	i	tō	hamuti	(tērā	pea	ka	rite	ki	te	toto	
whero, ki te tiko pango rānei)

•	 ka	rerekē	ngā	āhuatanga	o	tō	haere	ki	te	tiko		

•	 kua	kōrere,	kua	kōreke	rānei,	kāore	rānei	e	puta	katoa	 
te hamuti

•	 ka	kūiti	ake	te	āhua	o	te	hamuti

•	 ka	mamae	tō	puku	(ka	nui	te	hia	patero,	te	pupuhi	 
o te puku, te hakoko rānei) ka rite ki te tokopā

•	 ka	heke	tō	taumaha	me	tō	kore	mōhio	hea	aha	ai

•	 ka	puta	te	hiamoe

•	 ka	pā	te	anaemia.

Ahakoa puta ai ēnei tohumate nā runga i ētahi atu mate,  
he mea nui kia tirohia tonu koe e tō rata.
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If there are any cancer cells within the polyp, your surgeon 
may decide you need a second, larger operation. This is to 
remove any cells that may have been left behind, and to make 
sure that the cancer is unlikely to come back. 

Treatment
In most cases there are a number of ways of treating  
bowel cancer. 

These treatments include:

surgery• 

chemotherapy• 

radiation treatment• 

monoclonal antibodies.• 

Most people will have surgery. Some people receive  
a combination of two or more treatments. The treatment 
depends upon the size of the cancer, its location and whether 
it has spread. Your general health and your wishes are  
also important in the decision making. The list of questions  
at the back of this booklet may help you discuss your 
treatment with your doctor. In some cases you may want  
to seek a second opinion.
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Your treatment team

You will be cared for by one or more of a team of health 
professionals including:

your family doctor, who will often be the first person  • 
you see

surgeons, who specialise in surgery• 

medical oncologists, doctors who are responsible for • 
chemotherapy and other aspects of cancer care

radiation oncologists, doctors who specialise in the use  • 
of radiation treatment

radiation therapists, people who prepare you and give • 
you your radiation treatment

oncology nurses and/or colorectal nurse specialists, who • 
will help you through all stages of your cancer treatment 

stomal•  therapists, who will assist you if you have a 
stoma bag (colostomy or ileostomy) (see page 30 for 
further information)

dieticians, who will recommend the most suitable foods • 
to eat

social workers, physiotherapists and occupational • 
therapists, who will advise you on the support  
services that are available and help you get back  
to normal activities.
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Making decisions about treatment
Sometimes it is difficult to make decisions about what  
is the right treatment for you. You may feel that everything  
is happening so fast that you do not have time to think things 
through. However, it is important not to be rushed into  
a decision — it must be the right one for you.

While some people feel they are overwhelmed with 
information, others may feel that they do not have enough. 
Understanding your illness, the possible treatment and side 
effects will help you make your decision.

If you are offered a choice of treatments, including no 
treatment for now, you will need to weigh their advantages 
and disadvantages. If only one type of treatment is 
recommended, ask your doctor to explain why other 
treatment choices have not been advised.

You may want to ask your doctor questions, such as: “What is 
the aim of this treatment?” and “If I have treatment, how will 
it affect my quality of life?”

“At first I wondered if ignorance was bliss, but after a week  
I thought ‘No’. It’s my body and I want to know what is going  
to happen, and I want to know if I make a decision what  
will happen.” 

Silei
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You will be chosen at random by computer to receive one 
treatment or the other, but either treatment will be right for 
your condition. In clinical trials, people’s health and progress 
are carefully monitored. If you do not want to take part, your 
doctor will discuss the best current treatment options with you.

After treatment
During your illness you will be monitored frequently.  
This usually involves regular CEA blood tests and colonoscopy 
(see pages 14 to 15). After the completion of your treatment, 
you may need to have regular check-ups. Your doctor will 
decide how often you will need these check-ups as everyone is 
different. Check-ups will gradually become less frequent if you 
have no further problems. 

Whai muri i te maimoatanga
Ka aroturukina auautia koe i te wā o te mate. Ko nga mahi, 
ko ngā whakamātautau toto CEA me te colonoscopy (tirohia 
te whārangi 14 ki te 15). Ka mutu ana tō maimoatanga, 
tērā pea me kaha tonu tō haere kia tirotirohia koe. Mā tō 
rata e whiriwhiri te auau o tō haere kia tirohia koe nā te 
rerekētanga o tēnā, o tēnā e mate ana. Ā tōna wā, ka iti ake 
tō haere kia tirohia mēnā kāore i te ara ake anō he raruraru. 
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Many people worry that any pain or illness is a sign that  
the cancer is coming back. This is usually not the case, but  
if you are worried about whether your bowel cancer is going  
to come back, ask your doctor what to expect. You may feel 
less worried if you know exactly what to look out for and what 
you do not need to worry about. If your bowel cancer returns, 
you may need further treatment. It is important to report any 
new symptoms to your doctor.

You may feel worried or depressed when your treatment  
is over and have time to realise what has happened to you.  
You may find it helpful to continue in or join a cancer support 
group to help you through the months ahead. 

Support

Emotional support

People react in different ways when they learn they have 
bowel cancer. Feelings can be muddled and change quickly. 
This is quite understandable and there is no right or wrong 
way to feel.

It may be helpful to talk about your feelings with someone 
you feel close to. The Cancer Society has a telephone support 
service, Cancer Connect, where we can link you to someone 
who has been through a similar experience. For more 
information, phone the Cancer Information Helpline  
0800 CANCER (226 237). 
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What can I do to help myself?
Many people feel that there is nothing they can do when 
they are told they have cancer. They feel out of control and 
helpless for a while. However, there are practical ways you 
can help yourself.

Diet and food safety

A balanced, nutritious diet will help to keep you well and 
able to cope with any side effects of treatment. The Cancer 
Society’s booklet Eating Well/Kia Pai te Kai provides useful 
advice about eating well during treatment. Phone your local 
Cancer Society office or call the Cancer Information Helpline 
0800 CANCER (226 237). You can also read it online  
or print it out from our website, www.cancernz.org.nz  
The hospital will also have a dietitian who can help. If you 
have a stoma, your stomal therapist will give you tips on  
what to eat while your stoma is settling down.

Food safety is of special concern to cancer patients, especially 
during treatment, which may suppress immune function. 
To make food as safe as possible, it is recommended that 
patients follow the guidelines below:

Wash your hands thoroughly before food preparation • 
and eating.

Handle raw meat, fish, poultry and eggs with care. Clean • 
thoroughly any surfaces that have been in contact with 
these foods. 

Keep raw meats separate from cooked food.• 
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Relationships and sexuality
For some people, having cancer and treatment for it has 
no effect on their sexuality. However, the anxiety and/or 
depression felt by some people after diagnosis or treatment 
can affect their sexual desire. We are all sexual beings and 
intimacy adds to the quality of our lives. Cancer treatment 
and the psychological effects of cancer may affect you and 
your partner in different ways.

Some people may avoid intimate contact because they are 
exhausted by treatment. Others may feel an increased need 
for sexual and intimate contact for reassurance. 

Communication and sharing your feelings can result in 
greater openness, sensitivity and physical closeness between 
you both. 

Sexual intercourse is only one of the ways that you can 
express affection for each other. Gestures of affection, gentle 
touches, cuddling and fondling can also reassure you of your 
need for each other. Talk to someone you trust if you are 
experiencing ongoing problems with sexual relationships. 
Friends, family members, nurses or your doctor may be 
able to help. Your local Cancer Society can also provide 
information about counsellors who specialise in sexual 
counselling.
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Questions you may wish to ask
Ask as many questions as you want to. It’s easy to forget the 
questions you want to ask when you see your specialist or 
nurse, so write them down as you think of them and take your 
list with you to your appointment. Here are some questions 
you may like to ask:

What type of cancer do I have?1. 

How extensive is my cancer? What stage is it?2. 

What treatment do you advise for my cancer and why?3. 

Are there other treatment choices for me?4. 

What are the risks and possible side effects of each 5. 
treatment?

How long will the treatment take? Will I have to stay  6. 
in hospital?

If I need further treatment, what will it be like and when 7. 
will it begin?

How much will it cost if I decide to be treated privately?8. 

How frequent will my check-ups be and what will they 9. 
involve?

Will I be able to continue working? If not, when will  10. 
I be able to return to work?

When can I drive again?11. 

Will the treatment affect my sexual relationships?12. 
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Suggested websites
The following websites also have information on bowel 
cancer:

Macmillan Cancer Support (UK)  
www.macmillan.org.uk

Cancer Council Victoria (Australia)  
www.cancervic.org.au

Colorectal Surgical Society of Australia and New Zealand  
www.cssa.org.au/

National Cancer Institute (USA)  
www.cancer.gov/cancerinfo

Beating Bowel Cancer (UK)  
www.bowelcancer.org 

Cancer Council New South Wales  
www.cancercouncil.com.au

Online booklets 

These online booklets can be viewed at  
www.cancercouncil.com.au

“Understanding Complementary Therapies”

“When a Parent has Cancer: How to talk to your kids”
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The suggested websites are not maintained by the Cancer 
Society of New Zealand. We only suggest sites we believe 
offer credible and responsible information, but we cannot 
guarantee that the information on such websites is correct, 
up-to-date or evidence-based medical information.

We suggest you discuss any information you find with those 
involved in your care. 

Glossary
abdomen–the part of the body between the ribs and your 
groin, often called the stomach.

alcohol ablation–injection of ethanol (alcohol) directly into 
a liver tumour to destroy the cancer cells.

anastomosis–where the bowel is rejoined after a section  
has been removed during surgery.

anus–entrance to rectum.

benign–not cancerous. Benign cells are not able to spread 
elsewhere in the body.

biopsy–the removal of a small amount of cells or tissue  
from the body, so that it can then be examined under  
a microscope.

bowel motion–also known as faeces or excrement.

carcinoma in situ–a malignant tumour that is confined  
to its original site.
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Notes
You may wish to use this space to write down any questions 
you want to ask your doctor, nurses or health providers  
at your next appointment.

Whakamahia tēnei wahi wātea hei tuhi pātai e hiahia ana 
koe ki te pātai i tō rata, ngā tapuhi, ngā kaiwhakarato hauora 
rānei mō te wā e hoki atu ai koe. 
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