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CLEAR Study Project
Many Australian patients wrongly 
believe financial stress causes cancer
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In the first project conducted on Cancer, 
Lifestyle and Evaluation of Risk (CLEAR) 
Study data, Cancer Council researchers 
uncovered a number of myths believed 
by Australian patients to have been the 
cause of their cancer. 
They found that the 
number one reason given 
is stress about money 
and their mortgage. 
This was placed above 
smoking, obesity, and 
family history. 

Of the 2,850 cancer 
patients in the survey, 
nearly half had no idea 
what caused their 
cancer, and a quarter 
thought the disease 
could not be prevented. 

The study also 
revealed a division in 
the opinions of cancer 
patients depending on 
whether or not their type 
of cancer had a well-
known cause. Breast 
cancer patients were 60 per cent more 
likely to blame stress than lung cancer 
patients, who understood the link to 
smoking. 

“Breast cancer patients were the 
most uncertain about what caused their 
cancer and when faced with no tangible 
explanation, many blamed stress from 
the financial pressures of modern living,” 
said Associate Professor Freddy Sitas, 
lead study author from Cancer Council 

NSW’s research department. 
“Stress is linked to several health 

problems, but it does not cause cancer. 
My big concern is that if the community 
is unsure about what causes the disease, 

people may not take the 
right lifestyle choices 
to prevent it. We know 
that about 30 per cent of 
cancers can be prevented 
by making some really 
simple lifestyle choices.”

While stress has no 
direct impact on the 
incidence of cancer, it might 
trigger bad habits, such 
as smoking, over eating or 
increased drinking.

Positive actions that 
people can take to reduce 
the risk of cancer are to eat 
properly, exercise regularly, 
stop smoking, minimise 
their alcohol intake and 
stay out of the sun. They 
should also be aware of 
their family history for 

hereditary conditions and make use of 
national cancer screening programs.

The CLEAR study aims to compile 
the most comprehensive information 
to date on the lifestyle and genetic 
factors that influence cancer in the 
NSW community. We encourage you 
to participate in the survey, if eligible, 
or encourage others to join. For more 
information, visit www.clearstudy.org.au 
or ring 1800 500894.

“Stress is linked 
to several health 
problems, but it 
does not cause 

cancer”

For enquiries about 
this newsletter or Join a 
Research Study, please 

email
joinastudy@nswcc.org.au 

or call the Join a Research 
Study number on

02-9334 1398
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Priority One
Australia’s biobank for the defeat of cancer 
and chronic disease

The 45 and Up Study has recruited 
over 267,000 participants — or 10% of 
the NSW population aged 45 and over 
 — in order to better understand healthy 
ageing. The study collects their health 
information by means of questionnaires, 
medical records, and, if people are 
willing, will soon collect bio-specimens.

The 45 and Up Study is owned 
and managed by the Sax Institute, 
and Cancer Council NSW has recently 
committed to funding development of 
a large population biobank in NSW to 
collect and store blood.

Since its inception, both Sax and 
Cancer Council NSW have believed that 
biological information was essential 
to fulfil the potential of 45 and Up as a 
world class research resource.

The recent decision of the Cancer 
Council NSW board to fund the required 
capital has set them firmly on the path 
to realise this ambition and to create 
for NSW one of the top ten population 
biobanks in the world, linked to a rich 
data resource on lifestyle, exposures 

and health history among the 45 and Up 
Study participants.

The biobank will also provide a 
permanent and secure repository for 
other large Cancer Council studies such 
as the CLEAR Study, and it will form a 
critical piece of infrastructure for our 
Cancer Epidemiology Research Unit 
(CERU). 

Over time it will facilitate studies into 
causes and biology of most cancers, 
and help collaboration with researchers 
and biobanks in other countries. Our 
researchers will become preferred 
collaborators to answer fundamental 
questions about risks and outcomes in 
cancer. 

However the benefits of the biobank 
will be much broader than cancer 
research and Cancer Council. It will 
be established and administered as 
a common resource accessible to all 
health researchers, and as such it will 
be a source of significant competitive 
strength for NSW and Australian 
researchers in all chronic diseases. 

Funding for the biobank as it is 
currently envisaged, will cover the cost 
of collection, transport, and processing 
specimens from 45 and Up participants, 
procurement of the biobank facility, and 
operational costs for five years. These 
costs are estimated to be in the region 
of $25 million. A capital fund-raising 
campaign is being mounted to raise 
the larger part of this sum, with the 
balance to be sourced from Government, 
granting bodies and other potential 
partners. 

Cancer Council NSW’s support for 
this historic Australian research initiative 
plays a vital role in increasing our 
understanding of cancer and chronic 
disease and bringing cures closer. 

Cancer Council research projects

The CLEAR Study is still in recruitment 
phase (6,040 participants at October 1) 
but plans are well underway for the next 
phases of the study.

To prepare for analysis we need 
to link our data with the Central 
Cancer Registry in order to confirm 
diagnoses and the date of diagnosis, as 
questionnaires are self reported and may 
not be reliable.

CLEAR is a case control study for 
people who have either been diagnosed 
with cancer or have not had cancer at all, 
and we must ensure this information is 
correct.

We are also preparing for release 
of blood specimens for selected 
cancer research projects. An important 
step is verification of the quality of 
the specimens we have stored in 
the biobank (which now holds over 
200,000 samples of blood from various 
studies). Planning is well underway for 
a study which will check the effects of 
time and temperature on the stability 
of bloods collected according to our 
study protocols. The huge distances 
the bloods must travel in NSW, and 
the variety of weather conditions, can 
make it difficult to maintain the same 

conditions for each sample. There is very 
little literature available on biomarkers 
(characteristics of the bloods) in bloods 
collected for epidemiological purposes. 
It is hoped that we will run this study 
later in 2011 using bloods 
collected from members 
of the Cancer Council 
workforce.

CLEAR STUDY – Next steps
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2010 Research Activity report launched

The launch of the annual Research 
Activity Report at Government House 
highlighted a brilliant year in Cancer 
Council research. In 2010, Cancer 
Council NSW funded over $14 million in 
cancer research by some of the world’s 
leading scientists.

Researchers made progress 
towards a cure for childhood 
acute lymphoblastic leukaemia, a 
devastating disease that accounts 
for nearly a quarter of all paediatric 
cancers. The team at UNSW is testing 
new treatments, working on new 
therapeutic approaches, and improving 
our understanding of this disease. A 
statewide collaboration to advance 
personalised medicine, which will 
improve cancer treatment by ensuring 
that patients get the therapy that works 

best for them, has also made major 
strides in 2010. 

While we know about some cancer 
causes, such as smoking and obesity, 
what leads to many cancers remains 
a mystery. The Cancer, Lifestyle and 
Evaluation of Risk study, which aims 
to understand these mystery causes, 
reached a critical milestone of over 
5,000 participants in 2010. 

This is just a small selection of the 
research highlights of 2010, the Annual 
Research Report 2010 has many more. 
At the launch, Her Excellency Professor 
Marie Bashir AC CVO, Governor of 
New South Wales, celebrated the 
achievements of Cancer Council and 
commended our ongoing battle against 
this disease. The report is available at 
the Cancer Council website.

Dr Andrew Penman and Her Excellency 
Professor Marie Bashir AC CVO, 
Governor of New South Wales

The Cancer Epidemiology Research Unit (CERU)

3 Professors 8 Research Fellows

60
Active
Research 
Projects

A total of 115 datasets, containing

34,021,096
records

If you had 
a piece of 
paper for 
every record, 
it would 
form a stack 
higher than 
Mt Etna

3.4 km

200,000
biological 
specimens 
collected 
from
21,300
people

Enough people 
to fill the Sydney 

Showground Arena
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Cancer Council research projects

Join a research  
study NOW!

Help 
us beat  
cancer

Cancer Council conducts research studies with people from 
NSW. These studies may be questionnaire based surveys, 
focus groups and interviews or other types of research. (Study 
participants will not necessarily be cancer patients) 

Register your interest to be included on our Study Mailing List. 
Your story or the story of someone you know will help us find the 
answers.

 Yes, please include me on the study mailing list (if yes, we 
will write to ask you some additional questions relating to 
your health to allow us to match you to research studies 
that suit you)

 Tick this box if you have been diagnosed with cancer in 
the past 18 months (you may be eligible for the CLEAR 
Study and we will send you information)

 I know someone with cancer who might like to be in the 
CLEAR Study. Please send me a brochure.

At Cancer Council we recognise the importance of your privacy and the 
safeguarding of your personal information. If you have concerns about 
the privacy of the information, you may provide it securely on-line at 
cancercouncil.com.au/joinastudy. Please be assured that in collecting this 
information it will be used for research purposes only, and will be handled 
in accordance with our Privacy Management Plan (www.cancercouncil.
com.au) which addresses our compliance with all legislative requirements.

You can also register at
cancercouncil.com.au/joinastudy

Title

First Name

Last Name

Address

Town

Postcode

Email*

Phone*

Mobile*
* Optional 
Place the completed information in an envelope 
addressed to: Join A Research Study
 Reply Paid 79819

Potts Point
NSW 1335

✄

Hereditary cancer breakthrough

A researcher supported 
by Cancer Council NSW 
has made an important 
breakthrough into why some 
cancers are hereditary. 

Professor Robyn Ward 
and her team discovered 
a way that tiny genetic 
changes can turn off an 
important cancer-preventing 
gene. They studied a West 
Australian family, attempting 
to find out why many family 
members developed cancer 
at a young age. 

Normally, inherited 
cancer is due to a missing 
or mutated anti-cancer gene, 
but this family appeared to 
have all their anti-cancer genes 
intact. Instead, one gene (called 
MLH1) was simply ‘switched 
off’, or methylated. This was 
interesting, as methylation 
normally isn’t passed on in 
families. The researchers 
found a tiny change, or spelling 
mistake, in the DNA near 
the anti-cancer gene. This 

spelling mistake acted 
as a ‘magnet’, attracting 
methylation and turning the 
gene off. 

Colorectal cancer 
is one of the more 
preventable cancers if it 
is caught early, but most 
people don’t have any 
symptoms until it is at an 
advanced stage.

This discovery will help 
diagnose people at risk of 
colorectal cancer, as well 
as opening up new ways of 
understanding how cancer 

is passed on in families. 
The research was 

funded by a Strategic 
Research Partnership 
grant of over $1.3 
million from Cancer 
Council NSW. It has 
been published and 
featured on the front 
cover of Cancer Cell, 
one of the world’s most 
prestigious academic 
publications.

Professor Robyn Ward

Delivering the 
best possible 

outcome
The Cancer Epidemiology Research 
Unit (CERU) intend to publish a paper 
towards the end of this year on colorectal 
cancer that indicates the relationship 
between survival and treatment. It will 
show both the importance of treatment 
in accordance with evidence-based 
guidelines, and whether treatment by 
experienced practitioners or experienced 
hospitals influence outcomes.

The results should provide essential 
information on which to base care for 
colorectal cancer sufferers that will 
deliver the best outcome for them.


