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New cases
According to the American Cancer 
Society (ACS), an estimated 96,830 
new cases of colon cancer are 
expected in 2014, with males having 
a greater lifetime risk of developing 
colon cancer than females. Colon 
cancer death rates have steadily 
decreased over the past 20 years 
thanks to screening and early 
detection advancements. Even so, 
colon cancer is the second leading 
cause of cancer death when both 
sexes are combined, and is estimated 
to claim 50,310 lives in 2014. 

Risk factors
Age is a primary risk factor for colon 
cancer. According to the ACS, 9 out of 
10 people diagnosed with colon cancer 
are age 50 or older. Lifestyle factors 
such as smoking, drinking alcohol, 
obesity, limited physical activity and 
type 2 diabetes are also considered 
risk factors.

A personal or family history of colorectal 
polyps or colorectal cancer also poses 
risks. According to the ACS, 5 to 10 
percent of people who develop 
colorectal cancer have inherited genetic 
mutations, which can lead to developing 
cancer at a younger age. ACS data 
shows that Ashkenazi Jews have one of 
the highest colorectal cancer risks of any 
ethnic group in the world, and African-
Americans have the highest colorectal 
cancer incidence and mortality rates of 
any race in the United States.

Symptoms
Symptoms of colon cancer can include:

• A change in bowel habits (e.g., 
diarrhea, constipation, narrowing of 
the stool) that lasts for a few days

• Feeling as if a bowel movement is 
needed but no relief once having one

• Rectal bleeding, dark stool or blood 
in the stool

• Abdominal pain and cramping

• Weakness and fatigue

• Unintended weight loss

Diagnosis
Screening tests such as flexible 
sigmoidoscopy, colonoscopy, 
double-balloon enteroscopy and CT 
colonography can find colon cancer 
early and even help prevent it. While 
these tests look for polyps and cancer, 
fecal occult blood tests and fecal 
immunochemical tests look for signs 
of cancer in the stool. Beginning at age 
50, people with an average risk of 
colon cancer should begin screening.

Treatment
Colon cancer is treated based 
on the patient’s stage of disease. 
Stage 0-I cancers are treated with 
polypectomy or colectomy. Stage II 
cancers with high-risk features are 
treated with a colectomy, and – 
due to risk factors – may require 
chemotherapy as well. 
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Once colon cancer has spread to  
the lymph nodes, as is the case with 
stage III patients, both surgery and 
chemotherapy are indicated. Surgery is 
unlikely to cure stage IV cancer that 
has spread to other organs but is still 
often used along with chemotherapy. 

Radiation therapy is used in colon 
cancer post-surgery if there is a 
concern for cancer cells being left 
behind and is also indicated for 
symptom relief in stage IV patients. 

Novant Health Rowan 
Medical Center cases  
and outcomes
In 2013, 33 patients were diagnosed 
and treated with colon cancer at 
Novant Health Rowan Medical  
Center (NHRMC). Of those patients, 
45 percent were female and 55 
percent were male. The median  
age of colon cancer patients diagnosed 
at NHRMC was 69 years, with 97 
percent being 50 or older. 

Using 2012 colon cancer data for 
comparison, many similarities were 
found between NHRMC and the 
National Cancer Data Base (NCDB). 

NHRMC patients were similar in age  
to patients diagnosed with colon 
cancer reported in the NCDB. (See 
figure 1.) Ninety-three percent of 
NCDB patients were over 50 years of 
age; similarly, 97 percent of NHRMC 
patients were over 50 years of age. 

Patient gender varied only slightly 
between databases, with the NCDB 
reporting an even split between males 
and females and NHRMC reporting 
their rate by gender as 45 percent 
female. (See figure 2.) 

2013 census data shows the Rowan 
County population is 80.3 percent 
Caucasian and 16.5 percent African-
American. NHRMC data reports the 
incidence of colon cancer cases as  
79 percent Caucasian and 21 percent 
African-American. This data supports 
ACS statistics revealing a higher 
incidence of colon cancer in African-
Americans. NCDB 2012 data shows  
a different composition, with 
Caucasians accounting for 81 percent 
of colon cancer diagnoses and African-
Americans accounting for 11 percent. 
These numbers do not correlate with 
ACS data. (See figure 3.)

Figure 1: 2013 NHRMC age  
at diagnosis vs. 2012 NCDB
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Figure 2: 2013 NHRMC gender  
vs. 2012 NCDB
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Figure 3: 2013 NHRMC race vs. 2012 NCDB
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Figure 4: 2013 NHRMC stage vs. 2012 NCDB
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A greater percentage of colon 
cancer patients were diagnosed 
as stage I at NHRMC (35 percent) 
when compared to the NCDB (20 
percent). (See figure 4.)

Commission on 
Cancer standard 
4.6 study results
As part of our commitment to 
providing the highest quality of care, 
a physician member of the Novant 

Health Rowan Medical Center cancer 
committee performed a study to 
assess if nationally recognized 
treatment guidelines are being used 
in the formulation of the first course
of treatment for patients with newly 
diagnosed colon cancer. The initial 
treatment of patients diagnosed during 
2013 was reviewed. There were a 
total of 27 cases: 13 were female 
(48 percent) and 14 were male 
(52 percent). Patient age ranged from 
41 to 90 years, with 26 (96 percent) 

being 50 years of age and older. 
Distribution of American Joint 
Committee on Cancer stage was as 
follows: 33 percent were stage I; 22 
percent were stage II; 24 percent were 
stage III; and 21 percent were stage IV. 
Initial treatment included surgery in 
all cases. With reference to National 
Comprehensive Cancer Network 
Guidelines version 2.2014 for initial 
treatment of colon cancer, all cases 
were managed in accordance with 
evidence-based guidelines. 


