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February marks World Cancer Day, an international day set to raise awareness of cancer and to 

encourage its prevention, detection, and treatment. World Cancer Day is led by the Union for 

International Cancer Control (UICC) to support the goals of the World Cancer Declaration, written in 

2008.  

The primary goal of World Cancer Day is to significantly reduce illness and death caused by cancer. 
The day is observed by the United Nations. According to the World Health Organisation, cancer 
claims an estimated 9.6 million lives annually, making it the world’s second leading cause of death. 
  
At Methodist Homes (MHA), we encourage early detection and quality care. According to WHO, 

cancer awareness comes with increased survival rates; what’s more, 30% to 50% of cancer deaths 

are preventable.  

What is cancer? 
The Union for International Cancer Control (UICC) describes Cancer as a disease which occurs when 

changes in a group of normal cells within the body leads to uncontrolled, abnormal growth forming a 

lump called a tumour.  

This is true of all cancers except leukaemia (cancer of the blood). If left untreated, tumours can grow 
and spread into the surrounding normal tissue, or to other parts of the body via the bloodstream 
and lymphatic systems, and can affect the digestive, nervous and circulatory systems or release 
hormones that may affect body function. 

 
What causes cancer? 
Research conducted by the UICC shows that cancers can be caused by a number of different factors 

and, as with many other illnesses, most cancers are the result of exposure to a number of different 

causal factors. It is important to remember that, while some factors cannot be modified, around one 

third of cancer cases can be prevented by reducing behavioural and dietary risks.    

Signs and symptoms of cancer 
With so many different types of cancers, the symptoms are varied and depend on where the disease 
is located. However, there are some key signs and symptoms to look out for, including: 



• Unusual lumps or swelling – cancerous lumps are often painless and may increase in size as 
the cancer progresses. 

• Coughing, breathlessness or difficulty swallowing – be aware of persistent coughing 
episodes, breathlessness, or difficulty swallowing. 

• Changes in bowel habit – such as constipation and diarrhoea and/or blood found in the 
stools. 

• Unexpected bleeding – includes bleeding from the vagina, anal passage, or blood found in 
stools, in urine or when coughing. 

• Unexplained weight loss – a large amount of unexplained and unintentional weight loss over 
a short period of time (a couple of months). 

• Fatigue – which shows itself as extreme tiredness and a severe lack of energy. If fatigue is 
due to cancer, individuals normally also have other symptoms. 

• Unusual breast changes – look for changes in size, shape or feel, skin changes and pain. 

• Appetite loss – feeling less hungry than usual for a prolonged period of time. 

• A sore or ulcer that won’t heal – including a spot, sore wound or mouth ulcer. 

• Heartburn or indigestion – persistent or painful heartburn or indigestion. 

• Heavy night sweats – be aware of very heavy, drenching night sweats. 

 

Many types of cancer become more prevalent with age. The longer people live, the more exposure 

there is to carcinogens and the more time there is for genetic changes or mutations to occur within 

their cells. 

If you or your loved ones have been diagnosed with cancer, you should know that you are not alone. 

Cancer can be diagnosed at any age and there are many survivors, whether young or old. Usually 

cancer care teams have experience treating people of any age. This means that they often know how 

aging can affect cancer and cancer treatment. In some places, there are also specialists who can 

provide additional help for older adults. 

When selecting a doctor to accompany you on your cancer care journey, you can ask about their 

expertise and specialisation as well as any specific concerns you may have. You may also choose to 

work with a multi-disciplinary team consisting of Oncologists, Palliative Pain Management Physicians 

or other team members according to your specific needs.  

The good news is, according to ICAS, Methodist Homes’ Employee Health and Wellbeing 

Programme, some of the cancer prevention strategies, we can do ourselves. These include: 

1. Staying clear of tobacco – this includes smoking and chewing tobacco, plus second-hand smoke. 
2. Maintaining a healthy bodyweight. 
3. Following a well-balanced diet, that includes adequate fruit and vegetables and limits intake of 
processed meats. 
4. Keeping physically active. 
5. Being aware of risky behaviours – practicing safer sex and avoiding sharing needles. 
6. Keeping up to date with vaccinations, including against hepatitis B and human papillomavirus 
(HPV). 
7. Using sun protection measures and avoiding solariums. During sun protection times, using 
sunscreen, cover ups and seeking shade.  

8. Avoiding unnecessary contact with ionizing radiation, such as medical imaging.  
9. Avoiding indoor and outdoor air pollution, including industrial toxins, where possible. Think 
asbestos fibres, aromatic amines, benzene, and polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs). 



10. Staying on top of our medical appointments and care, including self-exams and cancer 
screenings. 
  
While these tips can’t promise cancer prevention, they may help lower the risk. For individual 
advice, consult an appropriate health professional. 
  
For further support, please visit the CANSA website: https://cansa.org.za/ | Tel: 011 616 7662 
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