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The Sax Institute’s 45 and Up Study is 
the largest long-term study of an older 
age group ever undertaken in Australia. 

Demographic, health and lifestyle 
information was gathered from over 
266,000 people across NSW who were 
aged 45 and over.

Cancer Council NSW (CCNSW) 
is the study’s major partner. CCNSW 
researchers led by the Director of 
CCNSW Cancer Research Division, 
Associate Professor Freddy Sitas, 
and 45 and Up Research Fellow, Dr 
Marianne Weber, are using the data 
from the study to investigate the 
importance of lifestyle factors for 
cancer risk.

Over the past seven years, CCNSW 
researchers have formed teams to 
work on a range of questions around 
prostate cancer, bowel screening, 
skin cancer, use of cancer screening 
services, oral health, and lifestyle 
behaviours in cancer survivors. Dr 
Weber has a particular interest in the 
health of immigrant populations in 

NSW and the differences in their use 
of cancer screening services; and both 
she and A/Prof Sitas are interested in 
understanding the impact of smoking 
on cancer and general health in the 
45 and Up population.
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45 and Up Study projects

Screening for breast, bowel and prostate cancers; 
skin health; smoking; and immigrant issues

Erectile dysfunction
Marianne Weber, David Smith,  
Dianne O’Connell, Manish Patel, 
Paul De Souza, Freddy Sitas,  
Emily Banks

This is the largest Australian study of 
erectile dysfunction. It shows that 60.7% 
of men surveyed have been affected at 
some stage by erectile dysfunction.
“Overweight men, men on lower 
incomes, inactive men and male 
smokers were all more likely to have 
erectile dysfunction,” 
said Dr Marianne Weber. 

Men with diabetes, heart disease, 
and depression were also more likely 
to be affected, and the numbers of 
those severely affected increased 
significantly with age.

“The study showed there are simple 
steps that can be taken to reduce the 
risk of erectile dysfunction. These will 
have longer lasting health benefits, 
including a lower risk of cancer and other 
illnesses,” added Dr Weber.

Erectile dysfunction can be an early 
sign of cardiovascular disease (CVD). 
Taking steps now to reduce that risk by 
increasing physical activity, maintaining 
a healthy weight and quitting smoking, 
can also reduce cancer risk.

Screening and socioeconomic 
status 
Marianne Weber, Michelle Cunich, 
David Smith, Glenn Salkeld, Freddy 
Sitas and Dianne O’Connell

The study looked at the responses of 
women and men across NSW who 
answered questions 
about their 
demographics, 
health, and whether 
or not they had been 
screened for bowel 
or breast cancer, 
or had a prostate 
specific antigen (PSA) test.

Almost a third of men had not had a 
PSA test nor been screened for bowel 
cancer, and a quarter of women had not 
been screened for breast or bowel cancer. 

Men from higher socioeconomic 
groups, with a 
family history of 
cancer, and who 
more regularly 
visited a doctor, 
were more likely 
to have had both a 

PSA test and a test for bowel cancer than 
those with lower incomes, less education, 
no health insurance and those not in 
contact with the health system.

For women, factors such as HRT use, 
having private health insurance, and a 
family history of cancer were associated 
with having both 
breast and bowel 
cancer tests, 
whereas women 
who needed 
help with daily 
tasks or reported 
psychological distress were less likely to 
have had both tests.

While PSA testing for prostate cancer 
is not currently recommended for men 

without symptoms, 64% of men had taken 
at least one PSA test, even though only 
25% had been screened for bowel cancer. 
Similarly, 73% of women had undergone a 
mammogram whereas only 20% had been 
screened for bowel cancer. Increased 
participation in the bowel screening 
program might be achieved if it was 
actively promoted wherever PSA testing or 
breast screening took place.

NSW Skin Health Study
Freddy Sitas, Bruce Armstrong, 
Emily Banks, Anne Kricker, Marianne 
Weber, Michael Pawlita

CCNSW established The NSW Skin 
Health Study to investigate how 
lifestyle factors link together with 
sun exposure to cause common 
skin cancers. It will provide the first 
substantial evidence on the roles that 
smoking, alcohol and HPV infections 
have on basal cell carcinoma (BCC) 
and squamous cell carcinoma (SCC).

“It is well documented and 
universally accepted that the sun plays 
a major role in causing skin cancer,” 
said A/Prof Freddy Sitas. “However, 
other risk factors may also play a role 
in these common cancers, including 
tobacco and alcohol, along with viruses 
such as HPV. This study seeks to 
discover if and how these factors link 
together to cause the most common 
skin cancers.” 

Up to 2,640 
participants from 
the 45 and Up 
Study completed 
a questionnaire 
that asked about 
their lifestyle 
habits, and also 
provided a blood 
sample and a 
skin swab. 

Here are results from some of our studies:



45 and Up Study  |  2013

Cancer Council Helpline 13 11 20
 www.cancercouncil.com.au

The blood samples have been tested 
for a range of characteristics and the 
results are currently being analysed. 
Researchers will compare the lifestyle 
information of the participants to the 
blood and skin samples to build a 
complete picture of the causes of BCC 
and SCC skin cancers.

Funded by a NHMRC project grant, 
the study is a collaboration between 
CCNSW, The University of Sydney, 
the Australian National University, the 
German Cancer Research Centre, and 
the 45 and Up Study. 

Social wellbeing in smokers vs. 
non smokers
May Chiew, Marianne Weber, 
Sam Egger, Freddy Sitas

This study analysed responses from 
45 and Up participants about: 
• their smoking history, 
• how often they attended social group 

meetings, visited friends, or spoke on 
the telephone in the past 2 weeks, 

• how many people they felt they could 
depend on, 

• whether they were in a relationship. 
Some of the results of this analysis 
showed that compared to participants 
who never smoked:
• 24% of male smokers and 31% of 

female smokers attended fewer social 
groups in the previous two weeks, and 
both male and female smokers had 
14% fewer friends to depend on.

• Female smokers reported 3% fewer 
telephone calls and 6% fewer visits to 
friends in the past 2 weeks, but there 
were no differences among men. 

• Smokers were more likely to be single.
Ex-smokers had levels of social 
interaction that were between current 
and ‘never smokers’, that is they were 
slightly worse off than ‘never smokers’ 
but not as extreme as current smokers.

As a result of one of the strongest 
tobacco control programs in the world 

the prevalence of smoking in Australia 
is now lower than ever — around 20%, 
which is a significant decrease from 20 
years ago when it was 35%. However 
there is still a high proportion of smokers 
among people who are institutionalised; 

or pushed to the edge of society like 
many indigenous Australians or the 
mentally ill; or disadvantaged, such as the 
homeless. CCNSW Tackling Tobacco unit 
have set up a program to help social and 
community services staff support their 
clients to quit smoking.

It is important to note that because 
this data is a “snapshot” of a group of 
people in a certain time and place, we 
can’t make any interpretations about 
causation. For example, we can’t use 
the data to say that smoking causes a 
person to be socially isolated, or, 
that being socially isolated causes 
you to smoke. The report just shows 
a picture of what it looks like to be 
a smoker aged 45 or older in the 
45 and Up Study in NSW.

Cancer screening patterns 
among immigrants in NSW
Marianne Weber, Emily Banks, 
David Smith, Dianne O’Connell, 
Freddy Sitas

This study revealed that some 
immigrants are taking up to 35 years 
to match the screening rates of locally 
born people.

The 45 and Up Study revealed 
that breast and bowel cancer 

screening rates were low among 
people aged 50 and over within certain 
immigrant groups. 
• Females born in countries in the Middle 

East, North Africa and East Asia were 
less likely to have a mammogram than 
Australian born women. 

• Many men and women immigrants 
have failed to take advantage of bowel 
cancer tests, with some groups having 
60 per cent lower odds of being 
screened than people born locally. 

24% of the NSW population were not 
born in Australia. If screening rates 
are low in this group, especially where 
English is a second language, then 
we could face a devastating situation 
when they start to experience a 
disproportionately high number of 
cancer deaths over the coming decades. 

To help counter this, CCNSW has 
launched a partnership with the Translating 
and Interpreting Service (TIS) to break 
down the barriers non-English speakers 
may face when trying to access cancer 
information. It has also created multi-
lingual websites for the major culturally 
and linguistically diverse communities of 
NSW (Chinese, Vietnamese, Greek, Italian, 
Spanish, Arabic and Macedonian).
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GP involvement in referrals

David Goldsbury, Mark Harris, 
Shane Pascoe, Michael Barton, 
Ian Olver, Allan Spigelman, 
Justin Beilby, Craig Veitch, 
David Weller, Dianne O’Connell

Little is known about the extent 
of General Practitioners’ (GPs) 
involvement in the referral of 
cancer patients for treatment. 
This project aims to increase 
our understanding of the factors 
that influence GP referrals for 
colorectal cancer (CRC) patients, 
when they are first diagnosed, to 
specialists in cancer care.

We have analysed data from 
NSW hospital records, NSW 

cancer registrations, and Medicare 
claims records to determine GP 
consultations relating to diagnosis 
and surgery for a sample of CRC 
patients from the 45 and Up Study.

The study found that people 
who saw a GP between diagnosis 
and surgery had a longer time 
between diagnosis and surgery, 
and were more likely to see a GP 
after surgery. However, given the 
nature of this data we cannot say if 
the longer time was due to patient 
choice, or having other pre-surgical 
treatment, or system issues.

This is the first step in a 4-part 
project to describe GP involvement 
in the referral pathway.

Understanding the role of a GP in referring a patient to 
a colorectal specialist

45 and Up
Some other studies that are planned
• Risks associated with lower urinary tract symptoms
• Causes of prostate cancer

Dr Marianne Weber 
45 and Up Research Fellow

Marianne completed a PhD in the School of 
Psychology at the University of New South Wales 
in the field of Behavioural Neuroscience, and 
has had postdoctoral research positions within a 
number of areas in psychology.

Her current interests include health-related 
behaviours, determinants of healthy ageing, and 
tobacco-related inequities in health. Marianne 
holds the position of Adjunct Lecturer at the 
Sydney Medical School, University of Sydney.

Marianne, as 45 and Up Research Fellow, is 
the primary investigator on the 45 and Up Study 
for Cancer Council NSW.

She is also an investigator on the Skin Health 
Study, which is an NHMRC funded project aiming 
to determine the extent to which skin cancer is 
related to infections and lifestyle behaviours such 
as smoking.

For more information on the sub-studies 
being conducted at Cancer Council NSW, please 
contact:

Dr Marianne Weber 
Cancer Research Division
Cancer Council NSW 
crd@nswcc.org.au

For more information on the 45 and Up Study 
please link to it directly at www.saxinstitute.org.
au/our-work/45-and-up-study/

https://www.saxinstitute.org.au/publications/45-and-up-study-e-news-archive/

