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Cancer Prevention 101: Know the Risk Factors
Cancer develops when normal cells become 
cancer cells and grow out of control. This 
usually happens because of changes in a 
cell’s genetic material (DNA), especially 
mutations involving genes that play a role 
in cell multiplication and repair. Genetic 
mutations can have a variety of causes, 
including radiation, chemical exposure, and 
random changes that accumulate with age.

Some cancer risk factors cannot be 
controlled, such as age, sex, race or 
ethnicity, family history, and inherited 
genetic characteristics. 
However, only about 5 to 
10 percent of cancers are 
caused by inherited genetic 
mutations, with the rest 
attributable to spontaneous 
changes that happen 
during a person’s lifetime.

Smoking and Tobacco Use

Smoking tobacco is a major 
risk factor for cancer, 
accounting for about 30 
percent of cancer deaths 
in the United States, 
according to the American 
Cancer Society. Not only do 
smokers themselves have 
a higher risk of cancer, but 
so do nonsmokers who are 
exposed to second-hand smoke.

Diet and Exercise

A healthy diet and regular physical activity 
can reduce the risk of cancer. People who 
are overweight or obese are at higher risk 
for at least 13 different types of cancer, 
according to the CDC. These include cancers 
of the breast, thyroid, liver, pancreas, 
kidneys, uterus, ovaries, and colon.

Alcohol

Drinking alcohol contributes to about 4 
percent of cancer-related deaths in the  
U. S., according to the American Society of 
Clinical Oncology.

A large research review showed that alcohol 
is linked to an increased risk of cancers 
of the mouth and throat, breast, liver, 

and colon, and probably also the stomach 
and pancreas. Heavy drinking can cause 
cirrhosis of the liver, which is a major risk 
factor for liver cancer. 

Sun Protection

Exposure to ultraviolet (UV) radiation from 
the sun or tanning beds is the major risk 
factor for skin cancer. People with pale skin 
are at greatest risk, but darker-skinned 
people of all ethnicities can still get skin 
cancer. Reducing sun exposure is the best 
way to prevent skin cancer.

Infections and Vaccines

Some types of cancer are 
caused by viruses or bacteria, 
and preventing or treating the 
infection can reduce the risk 
of cancer.

There are more than 100 types 
of human papillomavirus 
(HPV), about a dozen of which 
are considered high-risk, or 
cancer-causing.

Environmental Risk Factors

Exposure to certain chemicals 
in the environment can 
increase cancer risk. Examples 
include exposure to industrial 
chemicals in the workplace 

and exposure to vehicle exhaust in air 
pollution.

How is cancer detected?

Some types of cancer are diagnosed with 
screening tests, such as mammograms, 
Pap smears, PSA test, or periodic visual 
examinations. In other cases, there may be 
an unusual lump or a sore that won’t heal. 
Blood tests, biopsies (removal of a small 
tissue sample for testing), and different 
types of imaging (such as CT scans or 
ultrasound) can confirm a cancer diagnosis. 
But many cancers have no symptoms during 
their early stages and are not diagnosed 
until they are advanced and hard to treat. 

See the providers at Legacy if you have any 
symptoms or may be at risk for cancer.
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Colorectal cancer is a cancer that 
starts in the colon or the rectum. It 
can start as a growth on the inner 
lining of the colon or rectum. These 
growths are called polyps.

Some types of polyps can change 
into cancer over time (usually 
many years), but not all polyps 
become cancer. 

If cancer forms in a polyp, it can 
grow into the wall of the colon or 
rectum over time. The wall of the 
colon and rectum is made up of 
many layers. Colorectal cancer 
starts in the innermost layer (the 
mucosa) and can grow outward 
through some or all of the other 
layers.

When cancer cells are in the wall, 
they can then grow into blood 
vessels or lymph vessels (tiny 
channels that carry away waste and 
fluid). From there, they can travel 
to nearby lymph nodes or to distant 
parts of the body.

Regular colorectal cancer screening 
is one of the most powerful 
weapons against colorectal cancer. 
It can often find colorectal cancer 
early, when it’s small, hasn’t 
spread, and might be easier to 
treat. Regular screening can even 
prevent colorectal cancer. A polyp 
can take as many as 10 to 15 
years to develop into cancer. With 
screening, doctors can find and 
remove polyps before they have the 
chance to turn into cancer.


