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‘Spot cancer early’ campaign briefing 

Spot cancer early is a campaign that aims 
to promote the early diagnosis of cancer by 
raising awareness of some of the key signs 
and symptoms of cancer through advice and 
engagement in the community pharmacy, and 
encouraging people who may be experiencing 
symptoms to talk to their GP in a timely 
manner. It also aims to promote healthy 
changes to help reduce risk and encourages 
people to speak to their pharmacist for advice 
and further support in this area. 

The campaign will run throughout September 
and October 2022.

Campaign overview 
Cancer Research UK (CRUK), in partnership with 
the Public Health Agency (PHA) and Northern 
Ireland Cancer Network (NICaN), is running an 
early diagnosis advertising campaign to encourage 
those most at risk of cancer to present to their 
GP with potential signs/symptoms of cancer in an 
appropriate and timely manner. The Living Well 
campaign supports the mass media campaign, 
recognising that local community pharmacies are 
often the first port of call for anyone experiencing 
illness and/or looking for advice.    

Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, it was known 
that not everyone who developed symptoms that could 
be cancer sought help promptly. Research has shown 
that compared with England, fewer people in Northern 
Ireland were diagnosed via the red flag referral route, 
and more patients receive their diagnosis at a later 
stage resulting in reduced survival rates. 

It is likely that the pandemic has made this situation 
worse. Health service data shows that red flag 
referrals fell by 9% by the end of 2020/21, when 
compared with the average of the two years before 
the pandemic, and some tumour sites are yet to 
return to pre-pandemic levels. In addition, research 
by the Northern Ireland Cancer Registry indicates 
there were fewer cases of cancer diagnosed for 
some cancers including lung, gynae, head and neck 
and urinary cancers. 

Research from CRUK reinforces that some people 
sit on symptoms and that there are several barriers 
that stop or delay them from presenting to a GP. 
These include:

• I found it difficult to get an appointment

• I worried about wasting the healthcare 
professional’s time

• I didn’t want to be seen as someone who makes 
a fuss

• I didn’t want to talk to a receptionist/
administrative person about my symptom(s)

• I worried they wouldn’t take my symptom(s) 
seriously

• It would have been difficult for me to discuss my 
health problem remotely

• I thought the symptom was related to an 
existing illness or condition



Campaign materials
Copies of the following materials are enclosed:

Talk to your GP, 
not yourself.

Noticed a change that’s unusual for you?  

Contact your GP practice. 

 Detecting cancer early could save your life. 

For more information, pick up a Be Cancer Aware leaflet from 

the pharmacy or visit cruk.org/spot-cancer-early-NI

1 x A1 poster  
Talk to your GP, not yourself - male version

A5 booklet  

Be Cancer Aware: Spotting symptoms and reducing your 
risk
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Campaign objectives
Through community pharmacy advice and 
engagement, the Living Well campaign objectives are:

• To raise awareness of some of the key signs and 
symptoms of cancer and to encourage anyone 
experiencing symptoms highlighted or any other 
unusual symptoms to seek advice from their GP.

• To reduce barriers preventing people from 
seeking clinical advice in a timely manner.

• To highlight that an early diagnosis of cancer 
means treatment is more likely to be successful.

• To raise awareness that small healthy changes 
can significantly reduce the risk of developing 
cancer. 

Campaign audience 
The campaign is for adults, particularly those most at 
risk of developing cancer in Northern Ireland:

• People aged 50+ (with a focus towards 70+). 
Whilst cancer can develop at any age, it is much 
more common in older people. Data indicates 
that almost 9 in 10 cancer cases in the UK are in 
people aged 50 or over. 

• People from more deprived socio-economic 
backgrounds. Data indicates that the C2DE 
demographic have higher levels of risk factors, 
for example they are more likely to be smokers, 
have a poor diet etc.

Be Cancer Aware key messages
• The earlier you find cancer, the easier it is to 

treat.

• Cancer treatment and outcomes have improved 
significantly.

• If you notice unusual changes to your body, or 
have a possible cancer symptom, your GP wants 
to speak to you.

• Cancer is much more common in older people 
– almost 9 out of 10 cancer cases in the UK are 
diagnosed in people aged 50 or over.

• You can help to reduce your risk of cancer by 
making some small healthy changes.



2 x A3 posters
Talk to your GP, not yourself - male version

Common signs and symptoms of cancer 
to be aware of
If a patient tells pharmacy staff they have been 
experiencing any of the symptoms mentioned 
in the campaign materials or any other unusual 
symptoms, they should be encouraged to contact 
their GP practice. 

While the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted on 
the way GPs run their appointments, they will still 
want to speak to a patient, particularly if they are 
experiencing any of the symptoms below: 

• Coughing up blood

• Blood in urine

• Blood mixed through stools

• A change in bowel habit, such as constipation, 
looser poo or pooing more often

• Unexplained weight loss

• An unusual lump or swelling anywhere on the 
body

• Changes in the way an area of the skin looks 
or feels, or changes to an existing mole (such 
as itching, bleeding or a change in shape or 
colour)

• A sore that doesn’t heal

• Symptoms that won’t clear up, for example a 
croaky voice, hoarseness or a cough that won’t 
go away

Pharmacies should display the posters and leaflets in 
the pharmacy within a designated health promotion 
display area. Posters can be rotated over the two 
month period, but if space permits within the 
pharmacy all posters may be displayed at the same 

time. Pharmacies should show a poster in at least one 
window unit for the full duration of the campaign.

The booklets can be added to prescription bags or 
handed to a customer upon request. 

Talk to your GP, 
not yourself.

Noticed a change that’s unusual for you?  

Contact your GP practice. 

 Detecting cancer early could save your life. 

For more information, pick up a Be Cancer Aware leaflet from 

the pharmacy or visit cruk.org/spot-cancer-early-NI

Talk to your GP, 
not yourself.

Noticed a change that’s unusual for you?  

Contact your GP practice. 

 Detecting cancer early could save your life. 

For more information, pick up a Be Cancer Aware leaflet from 

the pharmacy or visit cruk.org/spot-cancer-early-NI

Talk to your GP, not yourself - female version



Campaign activities 
Talking about how to reduce the risk of cancer and 
the importance of early detection isn’t easy, but 
it could make a real difference to your patients’ 
health. Here are some ideas to start with.

Be Cancer Aware booklet
The campaign booklet can 
be used as a conversation 
opener or added to 
prescription bags/purchases 
made in pharmacy. Patients 
may wish to chat to pharmacy 
staff after reading it.

Staying safe in the sun
Why not engage with people who are buying or 
enquiring about sunscreen to remind them that there 
are numerous other ways to help reduce their risk of 
skin cancer? For more information, signpost to  
www.careinthesun.org

Stop smoking support
Smoking is linked to cancer and many other 
illnesses. Stopping smoking is one of the best 
decisions a person can make 
for their health. Providing 
information on what pharmacy 
can do to support people who 
are determined to quit and 
how it will benefit their health 
is another way to engage with 
patients. Pharmacy staff can also signpost to  
www.stopsmokingni.info for more information. 

Measure up activity 
Pharmacy staff can explain to patients how 
maintaining a healthy weight can help reduce their 
risk of developing cancer. One way to check this is 
by checking their 
body mass index 
(BMI). Patients 
may want to 
‘measure up’. For 
a how to guide, simply signpost them to  
www.choosetolivebetter.com   

Clocking up activity 
Being more active every day can 
have a positive impact on weight 
management, mental health and 
help reduce the risk of cancer. A 
simple way of increasing activity is by tracking the 
number of steps taken (most smart phones come 
with a step counter facility) and clocking these up 
daily to try to achieve a higher amount each week. 
For more information, signpost to  
www.choosetolivebetter.com

Know your units
Many people may not be aware of the link between 
alcohol and certain types of cancer. There is no 
safe level of drinking and even small amounts can 
increase cancer risk. It is good to encourage patients 
to cut down, no matter how much they drink. 

Using the Alcohol Units Guide or ‘virtual bar’, available 
at www.drugsandalcoholni.info/alcohol-units ,  
patients can work out the number of units they drink 
each week to see if they fall within the government 
drinking guidelines – 14 units a 
week or less. An alcohol test is 
also available on the website - it 
will let patients see whether they 
are drinking at levels which are 
categorised as high risk.

Screening invite
Cancer screening saves thousands of lives each 
year. Screening can detect certain cancers before 
there are any symptoms. In Northern Ireland there 
are screening programmes for breast, bowel and 
cervical cancers. Encourage patients to read the 
information that comes with their screening invite 
to help them decide whether they’d like to take part. 
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Physical activity and nutrition programmes  
Please visit the BSO Living Well website for the 
contact details of Physical Activity Coordinators 
and Community Dietitians located in the Health 
and Social Care Trusts. They can provide 
information on current and future programmes. 
Please share programmes with patients.  



Signposting for further info 
and support

In addition to the campaign materials, 
further information can be found at 
www.cruk.org/spot-cancer-early-NI  
This website supports the mass 
media campaign and provides 
information about cancer signs 
and symptoms, explains why early 
diagnosis of cancer is important 
and gives advice on getting an 
appointment with your GP.  

This website also features real 
stories about people’s cancer journey 
and includes information on cancer 
screening.

Training and professional development 

Pharmacy staff may wish to avail of a number of training courses; 
some of which are designed to help start the conversation with 
customers about cancer. These can be viewed at the following 
links:

CRUK-funded Talk Cancer training workshops (requires 
10 trainees): https://www.cancerresearchuk.org/health-
professional/awareness-and-prevention/cancer-awareness-
training-programme 

www.futurelearn.com/courses/talking-about-cancer

www.e-lfh.org.uk/programmes/cancer-in-the-community

For e-learning on colorectal cancer, see www.nicpld.org

Recordings of primary care education sessions on cancer, in 
partnership with BHSCT and Macmillan GP Facilitators, are 
available at:  
https://nican.hscni.net/info-for-professionals/primary-care/
primary-care-education-sessions/

Social media 
For pharmacies using social media channels such as Facebook, Twitter or Instagram, there is 
an opportunity to let followers know the pharmacy is involved in the campaign and promote the 
campaign messages. 

Please tag the Public Health Agency, Health and Social Care NI, Community Pharmacy NI and NICPLD 
in your posts and follow our social media accounts.

All Living Well materials to support this campaign can be found at: 
www.hscbusiness.hscni.net/services/3035.htm

Twitter: 

@publichealthni 

@HSC_NI

@compharmacyni

@NICPLD1

Facebook:  

@publichealthagency 

@healthandsocialcareni

@communitypharmacyni

@NICPLD 

Instagram: 

@publichealthni 

@health_and_social_care

@compharmacyni

https://nican.hscni.net/info-for-professionals/primary-care/primary-care-education-sessions/


Questions and answers

Q: I have had a swelling in my neck for a few 
months. I think it is just swollen glands and will 
eventually go away so I don’t want to bother my GP 
with it. 

A: Lumps or swellings anywhere on your body that 
won’t go away should be checked out by your GP. It 
may be nothing but it is always good to have your GP 
check – you will not be wasting their time. Cancer is 
more treatable if detected early so your GP will want to 
see you.

Q: I noticed ‘puckering’ on one of my breasts  
recently. I had breast screening last year and 
everything was fine so should I just wait until the  
next time I’m invited for screening?

A: No, please do not wait. Women aged 50 to 70 years 
are invited for breast screening every three years, but 
if you notice any changes between screenings talk to 
your GP as soon as possible. Women aged over 70 can 
request screening. Almost 9 out of 10 women survive 
breast cancer when it is detected and treated early. 

Q: I tan easily and rarely burn. Can anyone get skin 
cancer, regardless of their skin colour?

A: Skin cancer can affect anyone; however, fairer 
skin types are more at risk from the effects of over 
exposure to UV radiation and all its consequences. 
The sun in the UK is strongest between 11am-3pm. 
You can reduce your risk of skin cancer by seeking 
shade, covering up with clothing and using sunscreen 
(SPF 15 or above and UVA 4 or 5 stars). 

Q: I have had blood in my poo for a while but I’m too 
embarrassed to get it checked out. What should I do?

A: If you have blood in your poo you should contact 
your GP as it could be a sign of bowel cancer. While you 
may feel embarrassed to talk about this with your GP, it 
is a conversation that could save your life. Almost 9 out 
of 10 people survive bowel cancer when it is found and 
treated early. 
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