Gastrointestinal Cancer
Symptoms and Treatments

Be informed. Be empowered.
Gastrointestinal cancer is the growth of abnormal
cells in the digestive tract or in its supporting
organ tissue.
Our bodies are made up of trillions of healthy
cells that grow and divide to create healthy new
cells that replace old or damaged cells. When
our immune systems are unable to replace and
remove damaged cells, those cells can create
new, malfunctioning cells that continue to divide
uncontrollably. This can result in tissue growth
called tumors.
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Cancerous tumors are dangerous because the
cancer cells can spread, or “metastasize,” to
nearby tissues. When these cells break off and
travel through our blood or lymph systems, new
tumors can form in other parts of the body.
Most gastrointestinal cancers do not show any
symptoms until the cancer is more advanced.
Therefore, it is important to monitor your risk
factors and work with your doctor to get the right
screening tests, if needed. This guide will review
some common gastrointestinal cancers, as well
as their symptoms and treatments.
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Common Types of Gastrointestinal Cancer
Some of the most common types of
gastrointestinal cancer are colorectal,
esophageal, stomach, pancreatic and liver
cancer. Within each of these types, there
are further classifications of cancer,
depending on the cell the cancer affects,
or where the cancer starts.
Here is some general information to get
you started.

Colon & Rectal Cancers
The colon is the first part of the large intestine,
and the rectum, the last. The colon absorbs water
and salt from the remaining food matter after it
goes through the small intestine. The rest of the
matter travels to the rectum until it passes
out of the body through the anus. Colon and
rectal cancers may be grouped into the name
“colorectal” cancer depending on where the
cancer cells start along the large intestine.
The American Cancer Society lists colorectal
cancer as the third most common cancer in both
men and women, affecting about 135,430 people
in the U.S. per year. Most colorectal cancers start
as a polyp, a type of growth, on the inner lining of
the colon or rectum. Not all polyps are cancer, but
they could indicate an increased risk.

Esophageal, Stomach &
Pancreatic Cancers
When you swallow food or liquid, it travels through
the esophagus down into the stomach. The
stomach, a sac-like organ, starts to break food
down by mixing it with gastric juice and then
pushing it into the small intestine. There, the food
is further broken down by enzymes released
by the pancreas (a gland). The pancreas also
produces the hormone insulin and releases it
into the bloodstream. Insulin regulates the body’s
glucose or sugar level.
Esophageal, stomach and pancreatic cancer
affect the three organs that work together in
the first stages of digestion. Of these cancers, the
American Cancer Society says that pancreatic is
the most common with 53,670 Americans being
diagnosed each year, followed by stomach cancer
with 28,000, and esophageal with 16,940.

Liver Cancer
The liver is your body’s largest internal organ.
It produces bile to break down fats, filters blood
and produces clotting agents for the blood. It also
helps detoxify chemicals, medications and
poisons
that enter the body.
Liver cancer affects about 40,710 Americans per
year, according to the American Cancer Society.
It often does not show warning signs until it is
more advanced, which means diagnosis and
treatment can be delayed.
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Call 407-543-4239 to make your appointment.
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What causes
gastrointestinal cancer?
While there is no known cause for gastrointestinal
cancer, there are risk factors that can increase
your chances of developing it.
At the cellular level, gastrointestinal cancer
happens because of changes to your body’s
genes that control the way cells in the
gastrointestinal tract and its supporting organs
work, especially how they grow and divide.
Genetic changes can be passed down from your
family members, happen randomly, or happen
because of exposure to tobacco smoke or
harmful chemicals as a part of your job.

AdventHealth Cancer Institute
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How can I protect
myself against
gastrointestinal cancer?
While we don’t have a definitive way to prevent
gastrointestinal cancer, we can lower our risks
through prevention and screening. You can
reduce your risks of colorectal, esophageal,
stomach, pancreatic and liver cancer by:
•
•
•
•

Maintaining a healthy weight
Avoiding excessive alcohol
Avoiding tobacco smoke
Avoiding high risk behavior for hepatitis
infection, such as IV drug use
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What warning signs should I look out for?
While they may have some things in common, each type of gastrointestinal cancer has its own
prevention tips, risk factors and warning signs.

Colorectal Cancer
WARNING SIGNS

• Diarrhea, constipation, or
changes in bowel habits
• Vomiting
• Rectal bleeding
• Blood in stool
• Abdominal pain
• Fatigue or anemia
• Sudden weight loss

RISK FACTORS

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Age 50 and older
Family history
Personal history
Ulcerative colitis or
Crohn’s disease
Type 2 diabetes
Being African American
Obesity
Physical inactivity
High-fat, low-fiber diet
Smoking
Heavy alcohol
consumption

PREVENTION TIPS

• Limit red and processed
meats
• Get the recommended
levels
of calcium and vitamin D
• Eat vegetables and fruits
• Maintain a healthy weight
• Physical activity
• Avoid alcohol
• Avoid smoking

SCREENINGS

Everyone age 50 or older should get screened for colon cancer to identify polyps, the precursor
for the disease, at least every 10 years. High-risk patients should be screened even earlier. Any
polyps found during the colonoscopy can be removed on the spot, or samples taken for biopsy.

AdventHealth Cancer Institute
Gastrointestinal Cancer Program
Call 407-543-4239 to make your appointment.
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Esophageal Cancer
WARNING SIGNS

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Difficulty swallowing
Blood in stool
Chest pain
Weight loss
Hoarseness
Chronic cough
Vomiting
Hiccups
Pneumonia
Bone pain

RISK FACTORS

• Age 55 and older
• Severe or chronic
acid reflux/GERD
• Barrett’s esophagus
• Other disease or
conditions
• Injury to the esophagus
• Family history
• Personal history
• Exposure to as
• Being a man
• Smoking
• Heavy alcohol
consumption
• Obesity

PREVENTION TIPS

• Treat reflux/
Barrett’s esophagus
• Eat vegetables and fruits
• Maintain a healthy weight
• Physical activity
• Avoid alcohol
• Avoid smoking

SCREENINGS

If you are at high risk for esophageal cancer, your doctor might recommend regular upper
endoscopies. For this test, your doctor looks at the inside of your esophagus through a flexible
lighted tube called an endoscope.

AdventHealth Cancer Institute
Gastrointestinal Cancer Program
Call 407-543-4239 to make your appointment.
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Stomach Cancer
WARNING SIGNS

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Poor appetite
Weight loss
Abdominal pain
Discomfort in the abdomen,
usually above the navel
Feeling “full” after a
small meal
Heartburn/indigestion
Nausea/vomiting
Swelling or fluid build-up in
the abdomen
Anemia

RISK FACTORS

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•

Age 50 and older
H. pylori infection
Type A blood
Other diseases or
conditions
Pernicious anemia
Family or personal histories
Being a man
Being Hispanic American,
African American, and
Asian/Pacific Islander
Smoking
Heavy alcohol consumption
Obesity

PREVENTION TIPS

•
•
•
•
•
•

Treat H. pylori
Eat vegetables and fruits
Maintain a healthy weight
Physical activity
Avoid alcohol
Avoid smoking

SCREENINGS

If at high risk, your doctor might recommend an endoscopy. For this test, your doctor
looks at the inside of your stomach through a flexible lighted tube called an endoscope.

AdventHealth Cancer Institute
Gastrointestinal Cancer Program
Call 407-543-4239 to make your appointment.
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Pancreatic Cancer
WARNING SIGNS

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Poor appetite
Weight loss
Abdominal pain
Jaundice
Back pain
Nausea/vomiting
Gallbladder/liver
enlargement
• Blood clots
• Fat tissue abnormalities

RISK FACTORS

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Age 45 and older
Chronic pancreatitis
Diabetes
Cirrhosis
Stomach disorders
Family history
Personal history
Being a man
Being African American
Exposure to chemical fumes
Smoking
Heavy alcohol consumption
Obesity

PREVENTION TIPS

•
•
•
•

Avoid certain chemicals
Maintain a healthy weight
Avoid alcohol
Avoid smoking

SCREENINGS

There are no recommended routine screenings for pancreatic cancer.

AdventHealth Cancer Institute
Gastrointestinal Cancer Program
Call 407-543-4239 to make your appointment.
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Liver Cancer
WARNING SIGNS

• Poor appetite
• Weight loss
• Abdominal pain or tight
shoulder blade pain
• Feeling “full” after a
small meal
• Jaundice
• Back pain
• Nausea/vomiting
• Swelling or fluid build-up in
the abdomen
• Itching

RISK FACTORS

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Hepatitis B or C
Cirrhosis
Type 2 diabetes
Exposure to certain
carcinogens (cancercausing agents)
Anabolic steroids
Being a man
Being Asian American and
Pacific Islander
Smoking
Heavy alcohol consumption
Obesity

PREVENTION TIPS

•
•
•
•
•

Avoid certain chemicals
Maintain a healthy weight
Avoid alcohol
Avoid smoking
Prevent or treat hepatitis

SCREENINGS

There are no recommended routine screenings for liver cancer, but people at high risk –
such as patients with hepatitis B, hepatitis C or cirrhosis – should be screened regularly.

AdventHealth Cancer Institute
Gastrointestinal Cancer Program
Call 407-543-4239 to make your appointment.

9

How is gastrointestinal
cancer diagnosed?
Gastrointestinal cancer is diagnosed through a
variety of different screenings and tests, such as
a colonoscopy or endoscopy. These procedures
use advanced technology to capture images in
an incision-free and minimally invasive way —
resulting in less pain and fewer risks. Afterward,
your team of medical professionals will work
together to gather the specific information needed
to lead to a diagnosis and create a personalized
treatment plan for you.

AdventHealth Cancer Institute
Gastrointestinal Cancer Program
Call 407-543-4239 to make your appointment.
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Get the right treatment plan for you.
Your treatment plan for gastrointestinal cancer
will depend on its type, location and stage;
however, it usually involves local or systemic
treatments, or a combination of them. Sometimes,
there are additional treatment options, such as
immunotherapy, clinical trials or alternative and
complementary therapies.
Local treatments target the tumor without
affecting the rest of your body. Examples of local
treatments are surgery and radiation therapy.
Systemic treatments involve drugs (given by
mouth or delivered directly into the bloodstream),
which reach cancer cells wherever they are in the
body. These treatments include chemotherapy,
hormone therapy and targeted therapy.

AdventHealth Cancer Institute
Gastrointestinal Cancer Program
Call 407-543-4239 to make your appointment.

Beyond the medicine, you’ll work with nutritional,
spiritual and emotional support experts to
ensure you’re able to successfully make lifestyle
changes that can help contribute to successful
cancer treatment, like quitting smoking and
increasing exercise.
Since colorectal cancer is the most common
type of gastrointestinal cancer, it is important
to know that this cancer can be treated with
a 90 percent success rate if it is found early
through colonoscopy screenings. It is usually
treated with surgery to remove the part of the
colon with the tumor. Surgery options can vary
from open surgery to laparoscopic surgery and
even robotic surgery depending on the size
of the tumor. The stage and type of cancer
(colon or rectal) will decide whether additional
chemotherapy or radiation is recommended.
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Why should you select our
gastrointestinal cancer program?
The Gastrointestinal Cancer Program is part of
the AdventHealth Cancer Institute, which is
dedicated to providing the highest quality of care
available for gastrointestinal cancer treatment.
This program has an elite medical and surgical
staff, combined with a renowned clinical research
team that works tirelessly to screen for, detect,
diagnose and treat gastrointestinal cancer with
the best possible outcomes and survival rates.
Treatments are individualized, so every patient
is assigned their own multidisciplinary team of
gastrointestinal cancer medical experts that can
include radiation oncologists, medical oncologists,
hematologists, internists, gastroenterologists,
colorectal surgeons and liver/pancreatic
surgeons. Also, each patient has a dedicated
navigator who helps coordinate care and visits.
The Gastrointestinal Cancer Program offers
convenient colorectal cancer screening locations
across Central Florida and advanced radiation
therapy options that may reduce the number of

AdventHealth Cancer Institute
Gastrointestinal Cancer Program
Call 407-543-4239 to make your appointment.

treatments required. It also uniquely provides
genetic counseling, spiritual counseling and
support groups, designated gastrointestinal
cancer care coordinators, and access to some
of the latest clinical trials available to take care
of each patient’s body, mind and spirit.

Let’s talk in person.
For more information about the
AdventHealth Cancer Institute
Gastrointestinal Program, call 407-543-4239.

This guide is provided to the general public to disseminate healthrelated information. The information is not intended to be used for
diagnosing or prescribing. Please consult your physician before
undertaking any form of medical treatment and/or adopting any
exercise program or dietary guidelines.
AdventHealth complies with applicable federal civil rights laws
and does not discriminate on the basis of race, color, national origin,
age, disability or sex.
ATENCIÓN: si habla español, tiene a su disposición servicios gratuitos
de asistencia lingüística. Llame al número siguiente.
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