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Screening in general means looking for a disease before any symptoms appear. More specifically, 
cancer screening aims to detect the cancer early, especially those at high-risk for spreading, and to 
treat the cancer before it spreads. Catching cancer early increases treatment options and chances of 
survival.

What is ovarian cancer?  
Ovarian cancer is the abnormal growth of cells in or 
near your ovaries. The ovaries are two small glands, 
located on either side of your uterus. They produce 
female sex hormones and store and release eggs. 
Ovarian cancer can occur in anyone who has female 
pelvic organs, even people who don't identify as 
female.  

Ovarian cancer facts:  
• Ovarian cancer is the seventh most common 

cancer in women; there were 314,000 new 
cases in 2020 globally1 

• A Pap test (cervical smear test) does not detect 
ovarian cancer2 

• A woman's risk of getting ovarian cancer during 
her lifetime is about 1 in 783 

What causes ovarian cancer? 
Experts don't know exactly what causes ovarian 
cancer. Genetics, such as DNA changes, are a risk 
factor for a small number of those who get ovarian 
cancer. For example, the risk of ovarian cancer is 

higher for those who have BRCA1 or BRCA2 gene 
changes than for those without them.4 

In some cases, ovarian cancer may cause early 
symptoms. The most common symptoms of ovarian 
cancer include: 
• Frequent bloating 

• Pain in your belly or pelvis 

• Trouble eating, or feeling full quickly 

• Urinary problems, such as an urgent need to 
urinate or urinating more often than usual  

These symptoms are common for some people. 
They may not mean that you have ovarian cancer. 
But the early symptoms of ovarian cancer follow a 
pattern: 
• They start suddenly 

• They feel different than your normal digestive 
or menstrual problems 

• They happen almost every day and don't 
go away 

Other symptoms of ovarian cancer include: 
• Fatigue 

• Indigestion 

• Back pain 

• Pain with intercourse 

• Constipation 

• Menstrual cycle changes 

But these symptoms are also common in some 
people who don't have ovarian cancer.4 

If you have one or more of these symptoms, consult 
a health care provider about your possible risk of 
ovarian cancer and any testing you should consider. 
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What Increases Your Risk
In most cases, the risk of getting ovarian cancer is 
small. But the things that put you at risk for ovarian 
cancer are having: 
• A family history of ovarian cancer. Having a 

close relative (like a mother or sister) who had 
ovarian cancer or certain other cancers raises 
your risk. And you are at even higher risk if you 
have two close relatives with cancer. 

• Inherited gene changes. A small number of 
people with a family history of cancer have 
inherited gene changes. Having certain gene 
changes, such as BRCA changes, can put you at 
a higher risk for ovarian cancer. 

Other things that put you at risk include: 
• Being older, ovarian cancer most often 

happens after menopause 

• Never having had a baby 

• Having started periods before age 12 and going 
through menopause after age 52 

• Having endometriosis 

How is it diagnosed? 
Your doctor may check you for ovarian cancer if a 
lump is found on an ovary during a pelvic exam or 
an ultrasound. You will likely also get a physical 

exam. You will be asked about any symptoms, your 
medical history, and your family's history of cancer. 
You may also get some tests such as lab tests and 
imaging tests, such as an ultrasound or a CT scan. 

If these tests show signs of cancer, your provider 
may recommend a biopsy. This involves surgery to 
remove an ovary. Tissue from the ovary will be 
looked at under a microscope to see if it has cancer 
cells.4 

How is ovarian cancer treated? 
Treatment for ovarian cancer is based on the stage 
of the cancer and other things, such as your overall 
health. The main treatment is surgery to remove 
the cancer. Other treatment options may include 
chemotherapy, targeted therapy, immunotherapy 
and endocrine therapy.4 
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If you have questions about ovarian 
cancer or any other type of cancer, 
contact your health care provider for 
advice and support. 
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