
The function of the CA125 test can be 
confusing for many women; this is largely 
because the test is used in di�erent ways 
throughout a woman’s experience of 
ovarian cancer including diagnosis, 
treatment and after treatment. The aim of 
this fact sheet is to help women 
understand the role of the CA125 test 
during these phases.

CA125
CA125 is a protein found in the blood which 
can be raised due to a number of factors 
including cancer. For this reason the CA125 
protein is often referred to as a tumour marker. 
Tumour markers are substances that are 
detected in higher than normal amounts in the 
blood, urine or body tissues of people with 
certain types of cancer. 
  
CA125 test
The CA125 test can be used to measure the 
CA125 protein in the blood. Women 
experiencing symptoms associated with 
ovarian cancer should see their GP, who can 
provide a referral for the CA125 test. The test 
can usually be provided on the same day as the 
GP appointment. There is no need for women 
to fast prior to this blood test.

"If women are experiencing symptoms 
associated with ovarian cancer, they should 
have both the CA125 test and a transvaginal 
ultrasound. These tests indicate if ovarian 
cancer is a possibilty .”
-Ovarian Cancer Australia

 
Helping with diagnosis
The CA125 test cannot be used for early 
detection for ovarian cancer. It measures the 
blood concentration (level) of a protein called 
CA125 which can be higher than normal due to 
a number of conditions, including irritable 
bowel syndrome, menopause, menstruation, 
ovarian cysts, ovarian cancer and other cancers. 
As the CA125 level is not always raised during 
the early stages of ovarian cancer, and many 
other conditions can cause it to rise, it is 
unreliable as a routine check-up or early 
detection method. However, if a woman is 
experiencing the key symptoms commonly 
reported by women with ovarian cancer 
(abdominal or pelvic pain, increased abdominal 
size or persistent bloating, feeling full quickly 
or having di�culty easting, needing to urinate 
often and urgently), this test can be used in 
conjunction with other tests as another piece 
of the puzzle in diagnosing the cause of these 
symptoms.

During treatment 
For many women with ovarian cancer, the 
CA125 test can be indicative of the 
e�ectiveness of their treatment. Rising CA125 
during treatment may be a sign that the 
treatment is not working e�ectively, and falling 
CA125 can mean the treatment is working. 
However, this is not the case for all women, 
because the CA125 level doesn’t always rise 
and fall with the growth and reduction of all 
types of ovarian cancer. For those women 
whose CA125 level is indicative of what is 
happening with their ovarian cancer, doctors 
tend to use the CA125 level at the time of 

CA125 Fact Sheet diagnosis as a baseline comparison for what is 
happening with the cancer during treatment. 

"Don’t feel afraid to ask as many questions 
of your healthcare team as you want to ask 
— and ask the questions twice if you don’t 
understand their answers!" 
— Meghan 

After treatment 
The CA125 test is not used by all women with 
ovarian cancer as a routine check-up after 
treatment. Often the CA125 test is optional for 
women during their check-ups after treatment. 
The relevance of the CA125 level to a woman’s 
situation is limited. It is important to remember 
that  a CA125 reading does not provide the 
whole picture; it cannot tell you when you 
need to start treatment again, when your 
symptoms may return, how severe the cancer 
may be or how it will respond to treatment. 
If the CA125 level is rising it can suggest the 
cancer is coming back, but for most women it 
is not until they actually develop symptoms 
that their doctor will advise them to start 
treatment, as waiting a longer time between 
treatments may increase the chance of the 
treatment’s e�ectiveness.

If you are getting CA125 checks and your 
CA125 level has risen but you have no 
symptoms, you may want to discuss your 
treatment options with your doctor. You may 
want to ask your doctor:

• Whether they would advise you to start 
second-line treatment now, or wait until 
symptoms develop to increase the chance that 
second-line treatment will be e�ective;
• Whether there is a decision aid that may 
help guide you in your choice between waiting 
or treating;
• Whether there are any results of new 
studies that will provide you with some 
direction.  

“If I have a recurrence, I will deal with it 
then. I’m not going to worry and live with 
less quality of life because of ‘what ifs’ or 
fear.”
— Marie 

Additional information
If you would like more information about the 
CA125 test or would like to talk to someone 
about the information you have read in this 
fact sheet we encourage you to speak to your 
healthcare team or call Ovarian Cancer 
Australia.

For more information about other aspects of 
treatment and support visit Ovarian Cancer 
Australia’s website at 
www.ovariancancer.net.au or call us on 1300 
660 334.

More links 
Cancer Australia CA125 fact sheet about the 
CA125 test as part of the diagnostic process.
(hyper link for above link)
http://canceraustralia.nbocc.org.au/view-docu
ment-details/cao-information-about-ca125-and
-ovarian-cancer
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