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Understanding What Can Cause a False Positive Cologuard Test

The Cologuard test is a non-invasive screening tool designed to detect colorectal cancer and
precancerous lesions by analyzing stool samples for specific DNA markers and blood. While Cologuard
has gained popularity due to its convenience, it is important to recognize that, like any medical test, it
is not perfect. False positives can occur, leading to unnecessary anxiety and additional invasive
procedures for patients. Understanding the factors that can contribute to a false positive Cologuard
test is essential for patients and healthcare providers alike.

What is the Cologuard Test?

The Cologuard test was introduced by Exact Sciences and is primarily aimed at individuals aged 45
and older who are at average risk for colorectal cancer. The test is performed at home, allowing
individuals to collect a stool sample and send it to a laboratory for analysis.

How Does Cologuard Work?

Cologuard works by detecting:
- DNA Markers: Specific genetic changes associated with colorectal cancer.
- Hemoglobin: The presence of blood in the stool, which can indicate polyps or cancer.

The results are then evaluated to determine if further diagnostic testing, such as a colonoscopy, is
necessary.

Understanding False Positives

A false positive result occurs when the test indicates the presence of cancer or precancerous lesions
when none are actually present. This can lead to unnecessary stress and additional medical
procedures, which may carry their own risks.

Prevalence of False Positives in Cologuard

The Cologuard test has a reported false positive rate of approximately 7-10%. While this may seem
low, it is significant enough to warrant attention, especially given the potential implications for patient
care.



Factors Contributing to False Positives

Several factors can lead to false positive results in Cologuard testing. Understanding these factors can
help patients and healthcare providers better interpret results and make informed decisions about
follow-up care.

1. Dietary Influences

Certain dietary choices can influence the results of the Cologuard test. Foods that are high in blood or
contain certain non-digestible substances may lead to the detection of hemoglobin in the stool.

- Red Meat: A diet high in red meat can lead to increased levels of hemoglobin in the stool, potentially
triggering a false positive.
- Processed Meats: Similar to red meat, processed meats can also affect the results.
- Certain Vegetables: Some vegetables, like beets, can cause stool discoloration and may be
mistakenly interpreted as blood.

2. Medical Conditions

Various medical conditions can contribute to false positive results in Cologuard testing.

- Hemorrhoids: These can lead to the presence of blood in the stool, which may trigger a positive
result.
- Diverticulosis: This condition can cause bleeding in the digestive tract.
- Gastrointestinal Infections: Infections that cause inflammation or bleeding in the intestines can also
affect the test results.
- Inflammatory Bowel Disease (IBD): Conditions like Crohn’s disease or ulcerative colitis can lead to
the presence of blood in the stool.

3. Recent Medical Procedures

Certain medical procedures or interventions can impact the results of the Cologuard test:

- Colonoscopy: If a colonoscopy is performed shortly before the Cologuard test, it may lead to the
presence of blood in the stool.
- Biopsy: Similar to colonoscopy, obtaining tissue samples from the gastrointestinal tract can cause
transient bleeding.
- Surgery: Any surgical procedures involving the gastrointestinal tract may affect the results.

4. Medications and Supplements

Some medications and dietary supplements can influence the results of the Cologuard test. Patients



should discuss their current medications with their healthcare provider before taking the test.

- Anticoagulants: Medications that thin the blood, such as warfarin, can increase the likelihood of
bleeding.
- Nonsteroidal Anti-Inflammatory Drugs (NSAIDs): These can also lead to gastrointestinal bleeding.
- Iron Supplements: These can darken the stool, potentially leading to false readings.

5. Age and Gender Factors

While the Cologuard test is designed for use in individuals aged 45 and older, there are nuances
related to age and gender that can influence the likelihood of false positives:

- Age: Older individuals may be more likely to have various medical conditions that can cause false
positives.
- Gender: Some studies have indicated that men may have different rates of false positives than
women, potentially due to differences in anatomy and medical history.

Implications of False Positive Results

Receiving a false positive from a Cologuard test can have several implications for patients:

1. Psychological Impact

The emotional burden of a false positive can be significant. Patients may experience anxiety, stress,
and fear regarding their health, leading to unnecessary worry.

2. Additional Testing

A false positive result typically leads to additional testing, commonly a colonoscopy. This invasive
procedure carries risks, including complications from sedation, bleeding, and perforation.

3. Financial Costs

The follow-up testing associated with a false positive can lead to increased medical costs for patients
and healthcare systems. This can be a burden, especially for individuals without adequate insurance
coverage.



Reducing the Risk of False Positives

While some factors contributing to false positives cannot be controlled, there are steps that patients
can take to minimize their risk:

1. Pre-Test Consultation

Discussing dietary habits, medical history, and current medications with a healthcare provider prior to
taking the Cologuard test can help identify potential risk factors for false positives.

2. Dietary Modifications

Patients may consider avoiding certain foods that can affect the test results in the days or weeks
leading up to the test. Specifically, limiting red meat and processed foods may reduce the likelihood
of a false positive.

3. Timing of the Test

Scheduling the Cologuard test at an appropriate time, particularly in relation to recent medical
procedures or changes in health status, can help improve the accuracy of the results.

Conclusion

Understanding what can cause a false positive Cologuard test is crucial for patients and healthcare
providers alike. While the test offers a convenient and non-invasive way to screen for colorectal
cancer, it is essential to recognize its limitations. By being aware of the factors that may contribute to
false positives, patients can make informed decisions about their health and engage in meaningful
discussions with their healthcare providers. Ultimately, the goal is to ensure that screening leads to
timely and appropriate care while minimizing unnecessary anxiety and medical interventions.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is a Cologuard test and how does it work?
Cologuard is a non-invasive stool DNA test used to screen for colorectal cancer. It detects specific
DNA markers and blood in the stool that may indicate the presence of cancer or precancerous
conditions.



What are some common reasons for a false positive result in a
Cologuard test?
Common reasons for a false positive result include the presence of benign polyps, certain
gastrointestinal conditions like inflammatory bowel disease, and dietary factors that can affect stool
composition.

Can medications affect the Cologuard test results?
Yes, certain medications, particularly those that affect the digestive system or blood, may lead to
false positive results. It's important to inform your healthcare provider about any medications you are
taking.

How does diet influence the accuracy of a Cologuard test?
Dietary choices, such as consuming red meat, certain fruits, or foods high in fiber, can potentially lead
to false positive results. It's advisable to follow dietary guidelines provided before the test.

Is it possible for a recent illness to cause a false positive
Cologuard test?
Yes, recent infections or conditions that cause gastrointestinal bleeding or inflammation may lead to a
false positive result, as they can introduce blood or abnormal cells in the stool.

What should I do if I receive a false positive result from a
Cologuard test?
If you receive a false positive result, it's important to follow up with your healthcare provider for
further testing, such as a colonoscopy, to confirm the findings and rule out any serious conditions.
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