
Carcinoembryonic Antigen 
(CEA)
What is the CEA biomarker?
Carcinoembryonic Antigen, also called CEA, is a protein that may be elevated in many colorectal 
cancer patients and is detected in the blood. CEA levels are expected to go down in patients who 
have had surgery to remove their tumor.1 An elevated CEA may indicate a recurrence of your 
cancer. CEA is not a biomarker in all colorectal cancer patients.

When and how should I have CEA biomarker testing?
Your doctor will test your blood for CEA levels after you are diagnosed with colorectal cancer, 
during treatment, and during follow-up visits.2,3

	� If you were diagnosed at an early stage and are having surgery, your doctor will test your 
CEA levels before and after surgery and during your follow-up visits: every 3-6 months during 
the first 2 years, every 6 months during the following 3 years, and every year afterwards to 
make sure your cancer is not coming back2,3 for a total of 5 years.

	� If you were diagnosed with locally advanced cancer and are treated with chemotherapy 
before or after your surgery, your doctor will test your CEA levels during the course of 
treatment to make sure the treatment is effective, and killing the cancer cells.2,3

	� If you were diagnosed with metastatic disease, your doctor will test your CEA levels during 
treatment to make sure your treatments are effective at killing the cancer cells.2,3

What do I do with this information?
	� If your CEA level does not go down after surgery, it could mean that you may have residual 
or leftover cancer in your body. It could be metastatic (usually in the liver or in the lungs) or 
not completely removed after surgery.1 If this is the case, you will have imaging to determine 
where the cancer may be and determine next steps with your doctor.

	� If your CEA levels went down after surgery but then went up during your follow-up visits, 
it could mean that your cancer came back.1 To confirm that cancer returned (recurrence), 
it is important to repeat the test and also use imaging, such as a chest X-ray, abdominal 
ultrasound, abdominal, chest and pelvic CT. You may also have a colonoscopy.1

	� If your CEA levels do not go down during chemotherapy, it could mean that the cancer is 
not responding to your current treatment. You and your doctor may have to decide on a new 
course of treatment.
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Limitations of CEA testing:
While CEA biomarker testing is a very common procedure for detecting colorectal cancer growth 
and division, it has some limitations because the results are not always 100% correct.

	� If CEA is negative, it does not guarantee that the cancer has not come back.

	� If CEA is positive, it does not mean that the cancer has come back. Test results may need to 
be repeated or confirmed by additional tests.

For more on side effects of other chemotherapy regimens: ccalliance.org/colorectal-cancer- 
information/treatments/side-effects

For additional questions and assistance: ccalliance.org/patient-family-support/helpline

For our Clinical Trial Finder: ccalliance.org/ctf
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The Colorectal Cancer Alliance is a national organization committed to ending colorectal cancer within our 
lifetime. We are your allies — a national network of passionate survivors, caregivers and advocates dedicated to 
helping you and your family navigate all aspects of the disease, from diagnosis and treatment to a lifetime of 
progression-free survival. We are a community of people eager to share experiences, address your concerns, 
and answer your questions. We understand the different stages of the colon cancer journey because we’ve 
been there. We are here for you when you need us because we believe tomorrow can’t wait.
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