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Abstract

Background: Colorectal cancer (CRC) is one of the leading causes of cancer death in the United States. The incidence and
prevalence of CRC have historically increased with age. Although rates of CRC in the United States have been decreasing over
the past decades among those aged ≥65 years, there has been an uptick among those in younger age brackets. Google News is
one of the biggest traffic drivers to top news sites. It aggregates and shares news highlights from multiple sources worldwide and
organizes them by content type. Despite the widespread use of Google News, research is lacking on the type of CRC content
represented in this news source. 

Objective: The purpose of this study was to analyze content related to CRC screening and prevention in Google News articles
published during National Colorectal Cancer Awareness Month (March 2022).

Methods: Data collection for this cross-sectional study was conducted in March 2022—National Colorectal Cancer Awareness
Month. Using the term colorectal cancer, 100 English-language Google News articles were extracted and coded for content. A
combined approach—deductive and inductive coding—was utilized. Descriptive analyses were conducted, and frequency
distributions were reported. Univariable analyses were performed to assess differences between articles that mentioned CRC
screening and those that did not via chi-square tests.

Results: Of the 100 articles reviewed, nearly half (n=49, 49%) were created by health news organizations, and another 27%
(n=27) were created by television news services. The predominant themes in the content included age at the onset of disease
(n=59, 59%), mortality related to CRC (n=57, 57%), and the severity of disease (n=50, 50%). Only 18% (n=18) of articles
discussed CRC disparities, 23% (n=23) mentioned that there are hereditary forms of the disease, 36% (n=36) spoke of colonoscopy
to screen for the disease, and 37% (n=37) mentioned how the disease is treated. Although most articles mentioned CRC screening
(n=61, 61%), it was striking that sex was only mentioned in 34% (21/61) of these articles, colonoscopy was mentioned in 46%
(28/61), and diet was mentioned in 30% (18/61).

Conclusions: Heightening the public’s awareness of this disease is important, but it is critical that messages related to how
preventable this cancer is, who is the most likely to develop CRC, and what can be done to detect it in the early stages when the
disease is the most curable be the critical elements of dialogue, particularly during National Colorectal Cancer Awareness Month.
There is a need to disseminate information about early-onset CRC and the importance of screening, especially among populations
with low rates of uptake. Web-based news is potentially an underutilized communication mechanism for promoting CRC screenings
as secondary prevention measures for high-risk groups.
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Introduction

Colorectal cancer (CRC) is one of the leading causes of cancer
death in the United States [1]. It is estimated that in 2022,
151,030 adults in the United States will be diagnosed with CRC,
resulting in 52,580 deaths [1]. Risk factors for CRC include
family history and lifestyle factors such as physical inactivity,
dietary factors, overweight and obesity, and alcohol and tobacco
use [2]. Emerging research also suggests that disruptions to the
gut microbiome due to oral antibiotic use [3] and other factors
[4-6] related to gut microbiota can also be contributing factors.

The incidence and prevalence of CRC have historically
increased with age. According to recent figures, the median age
of diagnosis is 69 years in women and 66 years in men [7].
Although rates of CRC in the United States have been
decreasing over the past decades among those aged ≥65 years,
there has been an uptick among those in younger age brackets
[7,8]. According to researchers, the “incidence of colorectal
cancer (specifically adenocarcinoma) in adults aged 40 to 49
years has increased by almost 15% from 2000-2002 to
2014-2016” [9]. It is important to note that not only is the
incidence of CRC rising in younger Americans, but the rate of
mortality is as well [10]. The US Preventive Services Task Force
lowered the recommended age for CRC screening from 50 years
to 45 years in 2021 [9].

Screening for CRC can drastically reduce morbidity and
mortality. The US Preventive Services Task Force recommends
stool-based and direct visualization–based (eg, colonoscopy,
flexible sigmoidoscopy, and computed tomography
colonography) tests for screening [10]. Data from the Behavioral
Risk Factor Surveillance Survey indicate that 71.6% of adults
aged 50 to 75 years were up-to-date with all CRC screening test
types, and 69.7% were up-to-date based on the receipt of a fecal
immunochemical test, sigmoidoscopy, or colonoscopy [11].
These numbers do not reflect the 2021 changes that were made
to lower the recommended age for screening [11].

The efforts that have been made to increase screening for CRC
have included interventions, outreach, and targeted
programming, with many aiming to increase knowledge and
awareness. Variations in screening uptake among Hispanic [12]
and Black [13] individuals are influenced by access to health
care [14] and low health literacy [15]. Understudied but
important factors that can contribute to behavior change are
historical factors. Oftentimes, the most notable historical factors
pertain to celebrities’ engagement with a health topic [16-18].
With regard to CRC specifically, researchers noted an increase
in CRC screening after a newscaster, Katie Couric, announced
her CRC awareness campaign in March 2000 on the Today
Show [19]. More recently, the untimely and tragic death of
Chadwick Boseman at the age of 43 has helped to raise
awareness about important issues related to CRC morbidity and
mortality, specifically early-onset CRC and related CRC health
disparities [20].

Researchers have reported on Google News coverage of the
recent update to CRC screening recommendations [21]. Others
have reported on screening changes covered in web-based
newspapers [22], yet research on the extent to which Google
News is used to share general CRC information is unknown.
News coverage is an important channel that is used by the public
to gather health information [23]. Most Americans have shifted
their news consumption methods from using print, television,
and radio sources to using the internet on digital devices [24].
Google News—an aggregate news hub—captures cancer-related
information that is regularly consumed by the general public.
Americans search for cancer-related information through search
engines [25] that funnel their attention to health information
sites that are often reflected in Google News [26].

Google News is one of the biggest traffic drivers to top news
sites [27]. It aggregates and shares news highlights from multiple
sources worldwide and organizes them by content type [28].
Despite the widespread use of Google News, research is lacking
on the type of CRC content represented in this news source. The
purpose of this study was to analyze content related to CRC
screening and prevention in Google News articles published
during National Colorectal Cancer Awareness Month (March
2022).

Methods

Study Design
Data collection for this cross-sectional study was conducted in
March 2022—National Colorectal Cancer Awareness Month. A
search using the term colorectal cancer yielded 100 recent
Google News articles. Relevance was determined based on
mentions of colorectal cancer and the verification that content
was related to CRC in some way. All 100 articles were deemed
to be relevant. The publication dates ranged between June 2021
and March 2022. The articles included for analysis were written
in English and had to mention colorectal cancer or a known
variation (ie, colon, rectal or bowel cancer). The metadata
(URLs, creation dates, and categories selected) for the 100 news
articles chosen for inclusion were captured and organized in
Microsoft Excel. Any duplicate news articles were excluded.

A combined approach—deductive and inductive coding—was
used by a single coder (ETJ). The National Cancer Institute web
page [29] and the researchers' interests guided the selection of
the predefined variables related to the articles that were coded
deductively. Inductive coding commenced while data were
analyzed as new themes emerged. Codes included descriptive
information, such as the source of the posts; whether any specific
individuals were mentioned; and, if so, whether a layperson or
public figure was mentioned. Further categories included CRC
disease–related characteristics (disparities in outcomes,
mortality, the severity of disease, the spread of cancer, treatment,
and related research), CRC risk factors (family history and
hereditary forms of the disease, age at onset, race, sex, and
antibiotic use), and CRC prevention and risk reduction (mentions
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of screening, colonoscopy, diet, the fear of CRC screening, and
insurance coverage and costs of screening).

Descriptive analyses were conducted, and frequency
distributions were reported. Univariable analyses were
performed to assess differences between articles that mentioned
CRC screening and those that did not via chi-square tests. A P
value of <.05 was considered statistically significant. All
analyses were performed by using IBM SPSS version 28 (IBM
Corporation).

Ethical Considerations
This study did not include the participation of human subjects.
Thus, the William Paterson University Institutional Review
Board determined that this study did not meet the criteria for
ethics review.

Results

Of the 100 articles reviewed, nearly half (n=49, 49%) were
created by health news organizations, and another 27% (n=27)
were created by television news services (Table 1). The
predominant themes in the content included age at the onset of

disease (n=59, 59%), mortality related to CRC (n=57, 57%),
and the severity of disease (n=50, 50%). Only 18% (n=18)
discussed CRC disparities, 23% (n=23) mentioned there are
hereditary forms of the disease, 36% (n=36) spoke of
colonoscopy to screen for the disease, and 37% (n=37) discussed
how the disease is treated. Most articles mentioned CRC
screening (n=61, 61%), and when they were compared to articles
that did not mention CRC screening, striking differences were
observed.

Articles that mentioned CRC screening more often talked about
topics related to this particular cancer, such as CRC mortality
(45/61, 74% vs 12/39, 31%; P<.001), the severity of disease
(37/61, 61% vs 13/39, 33%; P=.008), and the risk for CRC
based on age (46/61, 75% vs 13/39, 33%; P<.001). Although
most articles mentioned CRC screening (n=61, 61%), it was
striking that sex was only mentioned in 34% (21/61) of these
articles, colonoscopy was mentioned in 46% (28/61), and diet
was mentioned in 30% (18/61). In articles where CRC screening
was not mentioned, only the treatment of this cancer was
discussed more often than in those that did mention CRC
screening (19/39, 49% vs 18/61, 30%; P=.05).
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Table 1. Characteristics and content of Google News articles (N=100) related to colorectal cancer (CRC; June 2021 to March 2022).

P valueCRC screening mentioned, n (%)Articles, n (%)

No (n=39)Yes (n=61)

Article-related characteristics and content

.20Source of information

2 (5)7 (12)9 (9)Internet news

12 (31)15 (25)27 (27)Television news

22 (56)26 (43)49 (49)Health news organization

0 (0)1 (2)1 (1)Consumer

1 (3)6 (10)7 (7)Educational news

1 (3)0 (0)1 (1)Non–health organization news

1 (3)5 (8)6 (6)Academic journal

0 (0)1 (1.6)1 (1)Government

.36Specific person mentioned

6 (15)14 (23)20 (20)Yes

33 (85)47 (77)80 (80)No

.63Type of person mentioned

5 (83)c11 (79)b16 (80)aLayperson

1 (17)c3 (21)b4 (20)aPublic figure

CRC-related characteristics and content

.11Disparities in outcomes

4 (10)14 (23)18 (18)Yes

35 (90)47 (77)82 (82)No

<.001Mortality

12 (31)45 (74)57 (57)Yes

27 (69)16 (26)43 (43)No

.008Severity of disease

13 (33)37 (61)50 (50)Yes

26 (67)24 (29)50 (50)No

.34Spread of cancer

7 (18)16 (26)23 (23)Yes

32 (82)45 (74)77 (77)No

.05Treatment

19 (49)18 (30)37 (37)Yes

20 (51)43 (71)63 (63)No

.59Related research

12 (31)22 (36)34 (4)Yes

27 (69)39 (64)66 (66)No

Risk

.34Family history or hereditary forms of the disease

7 (18)16 (26)23 (23)Yes

32 (82)45 (74)77 (77)No

<.001Age
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P valueCRC screening mentioned, n (%)Articles, n (%)

No (n=39)Yes (n=61)

13 (33)46 (75)59 (59)Yes

26 (67)15 (25)41 (41)No

.10Race

3 (8)12 (19)15 (15)Yes

26 (92)49 (80)85 (85)No

<.001Sex

2 (5)21 (34)23 (23)Yes

37 (95)40 (66)77 (77)No

.15Antibiotic use

4 (10)2 (3)6 (6)Yes

35 (90)59 (97)94 (94)No

Prevention and risk reduction

.01Colonoscopy

8 (21)28 (46)36 (36)Yes

31 (80)33 (54)64 (64)No

.009Diet

3 (8)18 (30)21 (21)Yes

36 (92)43 (71)79 (79)No

.84Fear of screening

1 (3)2 (3)3 (3)Yes

38 (97)59 (97)97 (97)No

.06Insurance or cost of screening

2 (5)11 (18)13 (13)Yes

37 (95)50 (82)87 (87)No

aThe denominator for this percentage is 20, per the number of articles in which a specific person was mentioned.
bThe denominator for this percentage is 14, per the number of articles in which a specific person and CRC screening were mentioned.
cThe denominator for this percentage is 6, per the number of articles in which a specific person was mentioned and CRC screening was not mentioned.

Discussion

Principal Findings
March is National Colorectal Cancer Awareness Month, and it
was designated as such for the express purposes of highlighting
the importance of screening for CRC and promoting healthy
lifestyles to decrease one’s risk for developing CRC [30,31].
On February 28, 2022, the White House released a proclamation
signed by the president of the United States to kick off the media
blitz [32]. With the heightened public awareness of the disease
during this month, we reviewed Google News articles related
to CRC during March 2022 to evaluate the content of articles
viewed by the public. Notably, only 61% (61/100) of articles
mentioned CRC screening in general, and of those, less than
half (28/61, 46%) mentioned colonoscopy—the most commonly
used method for CRC screening in the United States [23]. As
CRC is a potentially preventable cancer (ie, through the
detection and removal of adenomatous polyps—a known
precursor to malignancy [33]), the lack of mentions of CRC

screening is of special concern. Further, with the recent focus
of research on early-onset CRC following the tragic passing of
Chadwick Boseman from CRC at the age of 43 [34] and the
recent change in the age at which to begin CRC screening (from
50 years to 45 years) [9], it is particularly concerning that less
than two-thirds (61/100, 61%) of the articles mentioned
screening and screening goals were not a topic of coverage.

The results of this study also indicate that news articles
aggregated by Google News did not sufficiently emphasize
disparities in CRC morbidity and mortality. In fact, this was
mentioned in fewer than 20% (18/100, 18%) of the articles
included in our sample. Disparities among racial and ethnic
minorities persist [35-38], and this is an important point that
should be covered in news articles.

Comparisons With Prior Works
The dearth of health-related Google News coverage on CRC
disparities aligns with research studies that indicate that Black
and Hispanic populations are less likely to be advised to undergo
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CRC screenings [39-41]. These results support existing research
that accentuates the need for increased communication efforts
as an approach to influence screening uptake. Heightening the
public’s awareness of this disease is important, but it is critical
that messages related to how preventable this cancer is, who is
the most likely to develop CRC, and what can be done to detect
it in the early stages when the disease is most curable be the
critical elements of dialogue, particularly during National
Colorectal Cancer Awareness Month.

Limitations
This study is limited by the small sample size and cross-sectional
design. The news that was present at the time of this study can
fluctuate over time. As these data represent only 1 point in time,

there is no point of comparison. The findings cannot be
generalized or be considered representative of all web-based
news. Further, these findings cannot be used to evaluate
behavior. Future studies should determine who is accessing this
information and how this does or does not influence actions.

Conclusions
There is a need to disseminate information about early-onset
CRC and the importance of screening, especially among
populations with low rates of uptake. Web-based news is
potentially an underutilized communication mechanism for
promoting CRC screenings as secondary prevention measures
for high-risk groups.

Conflicts of Interest
CHB serves as an Editorial Board Member for JMIR; she did not have a role in the review or editorial process for this article.
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