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‘Be Cancer Aware’ campaign briefing

Be Cancer Aware is a campaign that aims to 
promote early cancer diagnosis by raising 
awareness of the signs and symptoms 
of cancer through advice in community 
pharmacy. The campaign aims to to encourage 
people who may be experiencing symptoms to 
speak to their GP without delay. It also aims 
to promote healthy changes to help reduce 
risk and to encourage people to talk to their 
pharmacist for advice and further support. 

The campaign will run throughout April and 
May 2025.

Campaign overview 
Cancer is a common condition. In Northern Ireland it 
is estimated one in two of us will develop some  
form of cancer in our lifetime. The Department of 
Health’s A Cancer Strategy for Northern Ireland  
2022-2032 states the number of cancer cases 
diagnosed has increased by 54% over the past 25 
years and is projected to double by 2040. 

Cancer survival has improved significantly over 
recent years, largely due to earlier detection, 
improvements in treatments and changes in 
exposure to risk factors. However, many people 
delay seeking prompt clinical advice despite knowing 
it is very important.

The Public Health Agency (PHA) commissioned 
research in Northern Ireland on public awareness 
of cancer signs and symptoms, which revealed a 
number of barriers to seeking help, including:

•	 I would be worried about what the doctor might find.

•	 It would be difficult to make an appointment with 
my doctor.

•	 I would be too scared.

•	 I would be too embarrassed.

•	 I have too many other things to worry about.

•	 I would be worried about wasting the doctor’s time.

These findings led to the development of the PHA’s Be 
Cancer Aware campaign in consultation with a range 
of cancer charities and stakeholders.

Campaign objectives
•	 To raise awareness of some of the key signs and 

symptoms of cancer and to encourage anyone 
experiencing symptoms highlighted in the 
campaign to seek advice from their GP.

•	 To reduce barriers preventing people from 
seeking clinical advice without delay.

•	 To highlight that an early cancer diagnosis 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 
All adults, particularly people aged 50 and over. 
While cancer can develop at any age, data shows that 
almost 9 out of 10 cancer cases are in people aged 50 
and over.

Data also indicates people from more deprived 
socioeconomic backgrounds tend to have higher 
levels of risk factors. 
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Social media 

All Living Well materials to support this campaign can be found at https://bso.hscni.net/living-well

X: 
@publichealthni 
@HSC_NI
@compharmacyni
@NICPLD1

Facebook: 	
@publichealthagency 
@healthandsocialcareni
@communitypharmacyni
@NICPLD 

Instagram: 
@publichealthni 
@health_and_social_care
@compharmacyni
@NICPLD1

For pharmacies using social media channels, there is an opportunity to let followers know the pharmacy is 
involved in the campaign and to promote the campaign messages. Tag the PHA, Health and Social Care NI, 
Community Pharmacy NI and NI Centre for Pharmacy Learning & Development (NICPLD) in your posts and 
follow the PHA’s social media accounts. Please include the hashtags #LivingWell and  #BeCancerAware on 
social media posts for this campaign.

Questions and answers

Q: I have had a swelling in my neck for a while. I 
think it could be 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 
don’t go away should be checked out by your GP. It may 
be nothing but it is good to have your GP check. Cancer 
is more treatable if detected early so your GP will want 
to see you.

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

A: Contact your GP without delay. Blood in your 
poo could be a sign of bowel cancer. You may be 
embarrassed talking to your GP but that conversation 
could save your life. Almost 9 out of 10 people survive 
bowel cancer when it is found and treated early. 

Q: What are the health effects of over exposure to UV 
radiation?

A: Over exposure to UV rays increases your risk of 
sunburn, premature skin ageing and skin cancer. 
Tanning without sunburn can still cause premature 
skin ageing and skin cancer. Always use SPF. 

Q: How do I apply sunscreen properly?

A: Adults should aim to apply around six to eight 
teaspoons of sunscreen if you’re covering your entire 
body, and should be applied liberally and frequently 
in line with the manufacturer’s instructions. For more, 
including information on sun protection for children, go 
to www.careinthesun.org



	

	  
Campaign materials 
Copies of the following materials are enclosed: Spotting cancer early

could save your life.

See your GP if you have any of these symptoms. 
While unlikely to be cancer, it’s important to get checked early.
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• Croaky voice,  
 hoarseness or a  
 cough that won’t  
 go away 

• Mouth or tongue   
ulcer that lasts  
 longer than  
 three weeks 

• Coughing up blood

• Appetite loss 

• Persistent bloating

• Blood in your poo

• Unexplained  
 vaginal bleeding,  
 including after sex,  
 between periods  
 or after the  
 menopause 

• Blood in your pee 

• Problems peeing

• Breathlessness

• Difficulty swallowing 
 
• Persistent heartburn  
 or indigestion 

• Unusual changes to  
 the size, shape or  
 feel of a breast,  
 including nipple or  
 skin changes

Signs of cancer can also be 
more general, such as:

• A sore that won’t heal

• A new mole or changes 
to a mole

• An unusual lump or 
swelling anywhere on 
your body 

• An unexplained pain or 
ache

• Extreme tiredness

• Unexplained weight loss

• Very heavy night sweats

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

1 x A1 poster 
Spotting cancer early could save your life

Spotting cancer early
could save your life.

See your GP if you have any of these symptoms. 
While unlikely to be cancer, it’s important to get checked early.

03/25

www.publichealth.hscni.net

• Croaky voice,  
 hoarseness or a  
 cough that won’t  
 go away 

• Mouth or tongue  
 ulcer that lasts  
 longer than  
 three weeks 

• Coughing up blood

• Appetite loss 

• Persistent bloating

• Blood in your poo

• Unexplained  
 vaginal bleeding,  
 including after sex,  
 between periods  
 or after the  
 menopause 

• Blood in your pee 

• Problems peeing

• Breathlessness

• Difficulty swallowing 
 
• Persistent heartburn  
 or indigestion 

• Unusual changes to  
 the size, shape or  
 feel of a breast,  
 including nipple or  
 skin changes

Signs of cancer can also be 
more general, such as:

• A sore that won’t heal

• A new mole or changes 
to a mole

• An unusual lump or 
swelling anywhere on 
your body 

• An unexplained pain or 
ache

• Extreme tiredness

• Unexplained weight loss

• Very heavy night sweats

03/25www.publichealth.hscni.net

There are lots of small  
healthy changes you can make to 

reduce your risk of cancer.
Community Pharmacist, Clare Conroy

 Speak to a member of the pharmacy team for help and advice or 
pick up a free Be Cancer Aware booklet to learn more.

1 x A3 
poster  
Small 
healthy 
changes 
can reduce 
your risk of 
cancer

1 x A3 poster 
Spotting 
cancer early 
could save 
your life 

A5 booklet  
Be Cancer Aware: 
Spotting symptoms 
and reducing your risk

Be Cancer 
Aware

Spotting
symptoms

and
reducing
your risk

Campaign 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, your 
GP wants to see you. 

•	 Cancer is more common in older people – 
almost 9 out of 10 cancers are diagnosed in 
people aged 50 and over.

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

Campaign activities
Be Cancer Aware booklet 
The campaign booklet, Be Cancer Aware, can 
be used as a conversation starter or added to 
prescription bags/purchases made in pharmacy. 
Patients may wish to chat to pharmacy staff after 
reading it. If a patient tells pharmacy staff they have 
been experiencing any of the symptoms noted in 
the booklet or poster, they should be encouraged to 
contact their GP. 

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 smokers who want to quit and how it will 
benefit their health is a way to engage with patients. 
Pharmacy staff can also signpost to  
www.stopsmokingni.info for further information.

Move more 
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. More on tracking steps can be found at www.
publichealth.hscni.net/publications/take-next-step 

Measuring up
Pharmacy staff may wish to explain to patients how 
maintaining a healthy weight can help reduce their 
risk of developing cancer. One way to assess this is 
by checking their body mass index (BMI). Patients 
could ‘measure up’ by asking staff to check their 
BMI (if available in pharmacy) or they could check at 
home by visiting www.choosetolivebetter.com

Focus on alcohol 
Many people may not be aware of the link between 
alcohol and certain types of cancer. To keep health 
risks from alcohol to a low level, it is safest not to 
drink more than 14 units a week on a regular basis. 
Pharmacy staff may wish to direct patients to the 
PHA’s leaflet, Focus on alcohol, if they are concerned 
about their own or someone else’s drinking: www.
publichealth.hscni.net/publications/focus-alcohol 

Care in the sun 
For people buying or enquiring about sunscreen, 
pharmacy staff may wish to remind them there are 
many other ways to help reduce their risk of skin 
cancer. For more, visit www.careinthesun.org

Cancer screening 

Regular cancer screening is important. It can detect 
certain cancers before there are symptoms. The 
PHA runs screening programmes for breast, bowel 
and cervical cancers. Pharmacy staff may wish to 
encourage patients to take up the offer of screening 
when invited.

Cancer awareness months 
Pharmacy teams could highlight April is Bowel 
Cancer Awareness Month. This provides a focus 
whereby pharmacy staff can support patients 
affected by bowel cancer and to highlight the 
importance of bowel cancer screening. For more, go 
to www.becancerawareni.info/screening

May is an awareness month for bladder cancer 
and skin cancer. Pharmacy teams who may wish 
to promote the awareness months can find further 
information at www.cancerresearchuk.org/health-
professional/awareness-and-prevention/cancer-
awareness-calendar

Training and professional development  
Cancer Research UK (CRUK) has developed a 
potential training opportunity for pharmacy staff. The 
‘Talk Cancer’ training is currently fully booked during 
the campaign duration, however we are hopeful they 
may be able to accommodate training for pharmacy 
staff at another time during the campaign period.  If 
so, an update will be communicated to pharmacy 
staff with details on how to register.

Signposting to further information and support
In addition to the campaign materials, further 
information can be found on the updated website 
www.becancerawareni.info The site provides 
information about cancer signs and symptoms, the 
importance of early cancer diagnosis and provides 
advice on getting a GP appointment. It features 
real stories about people’s cancer journey and 
information on cancer screening.


