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Comparison of Cancer 
Monitoring Methods

Testing
CEA
CEA is a protein and, for some people, is a biomarker for the presence of colorectal cancer cells in 
the body. CEA has been used to monitor colorectal cancer survivors for over 30 years and can be 
predictive of recurrence in some people but not in others. The CEA level can be used to show if 
disease remains after treatment or if the cancer has come back. CEA is expected to decrease after 
surgery but if it remains above normal it is an indication that cancer remains in the body. There 
are also certain factors such as smoking that may increase CEA. If your CEA increases you will 
need further testing such as CT, MRI, or PET scans to see where the cancer is.

Circulating tumor DNA (ctDNA)
Circulating tumor DNA (ctDNA) refers to small pieces of DNA that originate from tumor cells and 
are shed in the bloodstream. Detection of ctDNA in the blood indicates that there are cancer 
cells in your body. There are currently two available ctDNA tests that look at different small DNA 
fragments.

Imaging
Computed tomography (CT) scan
A CT scan is a series of detailed pictures of areas inside the body, taken from different angles. 
The pictures are created by a computer linked to an x-ray machine. This is sometimes also called 
computerized axial tomography, computed tomography (CT scan), or computerized tomography.

Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI)
MRI is a specialized way to look at the organs of the body using magnetic energy and a computer.

Positron emission tomography (PET) scan
A PET scan is a specialized way to look at the organs of the body according to how fast they use 
sugar and it can be used to detect cancerous cells. Cancer cells have a high metabolism and use 
sugar faster than non-cancerous cells.

CANCER MONITORING

https://www.ccalliance.org/colorectal-cancer-information/biomarkers/biomarkers-cea
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Procedures
Colonoscopy
Colonoscopy is a procedure that allows a doctor (gastroenterologist) to view the inside of the 
colon and rectum. A colonoscope is a four-foot-long, thin, flexible tube with a camera and a 
source of light at its tip. The tip of the colonoscope is inserted into the anus and is advanced 
slowly to visualize the rectum and the entire colon. If polyps are seen, they may be removed 
during the procedure.
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