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Introduction 

Lung cancer is cancer that starts in the lungs. 

The lungs are located in the chest. When you breathe, air goes through your nose, down your 

windpipe (trachea), and into the lungs, where it spreads through tubes called bronchi. Most lung 

cancer begins in the cells that line these tubes. 

There are two main types of lung cancer: 

 Non-small cell lung cancer (NSCLC) is the most common type of lung cancer. 

 Small cell lung cancer makes up about 20% of all lung cancer cases. 

If the lung cancer is made up of both types, it is called mixed small cell/large cell cancer. 

If the cancer started somewhere else in the body and spread to the lungs, it is called metastatic 

cancer to the lung. 

Cause  

Cigarette smoking is the leading cause of lung cancer. The more cigarettes you smoke per day 

and the earlier you started smoking, the greater your risk for lung cancer. However, lung cancer 

has occurred in people who have never smoked. Secondhand smoke (breathing the smoke of 

others) increases your risk for lung cancer. According to the American Cancer Society, an 

estimated 3,000 nonsmoking adults will die each year from lung cancer related to breathing 

secondhand smoke. 

The following may also increase your risk for lung cancer: 

 exposure to radon gas  High levels of air 
pollution and arsenic in 
drinking water 

 Pesticides, especially the 
mixture called Agent 
Orange 

 Asbestos  Exposed to carcinogens 
and other cancer causing 
chemicals 

 Family history of lung 
cancer 

 environmental tobacco 
smoke 

 Second hand Smoke, 
Passive Smoking 

 High levels of air 
Pollutions 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedhealth/n/pmh_adam/A007194/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedhealth/n/pmh_adam/A000122/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedhealth/n/pmh_adam/A000097/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedhealth/n/pmh_adam/A000097/
http://www.lung-cancer.com/exposures.html
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Symptoms  

Cancer symptoms are quite varied and depend on where the cancer is located, where it has 

spread, and how big the tumor is. Lung cancer symptoms may take years before appearing, 

usually after the disease is in an advanced stage. 

Early lung cancer may not cause any symptoms. Symptoms depend on the type of cancer you 

have, but may include: 

 Chest pain  Fatigue  Shortness of breath 

 Cough that doesn’t go 
away 

 Losing weight without 
trying 

 Wheezing 

 Coughing up blood  Loss of appetite  Weakness 

 

If the lung cancer spreads, or metastasizes, additional symptoms can present themselves in the 

newly affected area. Swollen or enlarged lymph nodes are common and likely to be present 

early. If cancer spreads to the brain, patients may experience vertigo, headaches, or seizures. In 

addition, the liver may become enlarged and cause jaundice and bones can become painful, 

brittle, and broken. It is also possible for the cancer to infect the adrenal glands resulting in 

hormone level changes. 

As lung cancer cells spread and use more of the body's energy, it is possible to present symptoms 

that may also be associated with many other ailments. These include: 

 Bone pain or 

tenderness 

 Hoarseness or 

changing voice 

 Shoulder pain 

 Eyelid drooping  Joint pain  Swallowing difficulty 

 Facial paralysis  Nail problems  Swelling of the face or 

arms 

Treatments  

Lung cancer treatments depend on the type of cancer, the stage of the cancer (how much it has 

spread), age, health status, and additional personal characteristics. As there is usually no single 

treatment for cancer, patients often receive a combination of therapies and palliative care. The 

main lung cancer treatments are surgery, chemotherapy, and/or radiation. However, there also 

have been recent developments in the fields of immunotherapy, hormone therapy, and gene 

therapy. 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedhealth/n/pmh_adam/A003180/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedhealth/n/pmh_adam/A003180/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedhealth/n/pmh_adam/A003054/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedhealth/n/pmh_adam/A003054/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedhealth/n/pmh_adam/A003035/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedhealth/n/pmh_adam/A003261/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedhealth/n/pmh_adam/A003115/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedhealth/n/pmh_adam/A003028/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedhealth/n/pmh_adam/A003247/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedhealth/n/pmh_adam/A003105/
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Cure 

Surgery  

Surgery is the oldest known treatment for cancer. If a cancer is in stage I or II and has not 

metastasized, it is possible to completely cure a patient by surgically removing the tumor and the 

nearby lymph nodes. After the disease has spread, however, it is nearly impossible to remove all 

of the cancer cells.  

Lung cancer surgery is performed by a specially trained thoracic surgeon. After removing the 

tumor and the surrounding margin of tissue, the margin is further studied to see if cancer cells are 

present. If no cancer is found in the tissue surrounding the tumor, it is considered a "negative 

margin." A "positive margin" may require the surgeon to remove more of the lung tissue. 

Lung cancer surgery can be curative or palliative. Curative surgery aims to cure a patient with 

early stage lung cancer by removing all of the cancerous tissue. Palliative surgery aims to 

remove an obstruction or open an airway, making the patient more comfortable but not 

necessarily removing the cancer. 

Surgery carries side effects - most notably pain and infection. Lung cancer surgery is an invasive 

procedure that can cause harm to the surrounding body parts. Doctors will usually provide 

several options for alleviating any pain from surgery. Antibiotics are commonly used to prevent 

infections that may occur at the site of the wound or elsewhere inside the body. 

Radiation 

Radiation treatment, also known as radiotherapy, destroys or shrinks lung cancer tumors by 

focusing high-energy rays on the cancer cells. This causes damage to the molecules that make up 

the cancer cells and leads them to commit suicide. Radiotherapy utilizes high-energy gamma-

rays that are emitted from metals such as radium or high-energy x-rays that are created in a 

special machine. Radiation can be used as the main treatment for lung cancer, to kill remaining 

cells after surgery, or to kill cancer cells that have metastasized. 

Early radiation treatments caused severe side-effects because the energy beams would damage 

normal, healthy tissue, but technologies have improved so that beams can be more accurately 

targeted. Radiation oncologists can focus the radiation in precise locations in the body for certain 

lengths of time, reducing the risk of damage to surrounding healthy tissue. Treatments occur 

intermittently over weeks or months depending on the size and extent of the tumor, the dosage of 

radiation, and how much damage is being done to noncancerous tissue. 

Common side effects of radiation therapy include fatigue, nausea, loss of appetite, hair loss, and 

skin affectations that cause skin to become dry, irritated, and sensitive. 

Chemotherapy 
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Chemotherapy utilizes strong chemicals that interfere with the cell division process - damaging 

proteins or DNA - so that cancer cells will commit suicide. These treatments target any rapidly 

dividing cells (not just cancer cells), but normal cells usually can recover from any chemical-

induced damage while cancer cells cannot. Chemotherapy is considered systemic because its 

medicines travel throughout the entire body, killing the original tumor cells as well as cancer 

cells that have spread throughout the body. 

A medical oncologist will usually prescribe chemotherapy drugs for lung cancer to be taken 

intravenously, but there are also drugs available in tablet, capsule, and liquid form. 

Chemotherapy treatment occurs in cycles so the body has time to heal between doses, and 

dosages are determined by the type of lung cancer, the type of drug, and how the person 

responds to treatment. Medicines may be administered daily, weekly, or monthly, and can 

continue for months or even years.  

Combination therapies often include multiple types of chemotherapy, and chemotherapy is also 

given as adjuvant therapy as a complement to surgery and radiation. Adjuvant therapy is 

designed to reduce the risk of cancer recurrence after surgery and killing any cancer cells that 

exist after surgery. Chemotherapy can be given before surgery, called neo-adjuvant therapy, to 

shrink tumors and to make surgery more successful. 

Chemotherapy carries several common side effects, but they depend on the type of chemotherapy 

and the health of the patient. These include nausea and vomiting, appetite loss, diarrhea, hair 

loss, fatigue from anemia, infections, bleeding, and mouth sores. Many of these side effects are 

only temporarily felt during treatment, and several drugs exist to help patients cope with the 

symptoms. 

Other Treatments 

Researchers continue to search for ways to improve lung cancer treatments and find new 

methods of treating the disease. Targeted therapies are designed to only treat cancer cells while 

leaving alone normal and healthy lung cells. These include monoclonal antibodies that travel 

directly to the cancer cells and release drugs or radiation, anti-angiogenesis agents that interfere 

with the blood supply creation mechanism of cancer cells, and growth factor inhibitors that block 

the effects of growth factors and disallow the cancerous cells to grow. There is also some 

research in the area of lung cancer vaccines that first transform cancer cells so they are no longer 

cancerous. However, the cells will exist such that the body's immune system can recognize the 

cancerous cells as foreign and attack them. These targeted therapies are also called 

immunotherapies because the treatment tweaks the body's natural immune responses. 

Statistics 
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29% 

28% 

21% 

10% 

4% 

8% 

Lung Cancer Cases 
Lung Cancer

Ischemic Heart Disease

Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary
Disease

Other Diagnoses

Stroke

Other Cancers

More people in the United States die from lung cancer than any other type of cancer. This is true for 

both men and women. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lifestyle and home remedies 
 

Coping with shortness of breath 

Many people with lung cancer experience shortness of breath at some point in the course of the 

disease. Treatments and medications are available to help you feel more comfortable, but they aren't 

always enough. To cope with shortness of breath, it may help to: 

 

 Try to relax. Feeling short of breath can be scary. But fear and anxiety only make it harder to 

breathe. When you begin to feel short of breath, try to combat the fear by choosing an activity 
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that helps you relax. Listen to music, imagine your favorite vacation spot in your mind, meditate 

or say a prayer. 

 Find a comfortable position. It may help to lean forward when you feel short of breath. 

 Focus on your breath. When you feel short of breath, focus your mind on your breathing. 

Instead of trying to fill your lungs with air, concentrate on moving the muscles that control your 

diaphragm. Try breathing through pursed lips and pacing your breaths with your activity. 

 Save your energy for what's important. If you're short of breath, you may become tired easily. 

Cut out the nonessential tasks from your day so that you can save your energy for what needs to 

be done. 

 Lower the room temperature. A cooler room may make it feel easier to breathe. 

 Sit near a window. Sitting or lying down in a way that allows you to look out a window can help 

you feel less confined when you're feeling short of breath. 

 Aim a fan toward your face. A fan that blows on your face may make it feel easier to breathe. 

 Tell your doctor if you experience shortness of breath or if your symptoms worsen. 

Alternative medicine 
 

If your doctor has told you that your lung cancer can't be cured, you may be tempted to turn to 

complementary and alternative medicine for answers. Complementary and alternative lung cancer 

treatments can't cure your cancer. But complementary and alternative treatments can often be 

combined with your doctor's care to help relieve signs and symptoms you may experience. Your doctor 

can help you weigh the benefits and risks of complementary and alternative treatments. 

The American College of Chest Physicians reviewed available complementary and alternative treatments 

and found some therapies may be helpful for people with lung cancer, including: 

    Acupuncture. During an acupuncture session, a trained practitioner inserts small needles into precise 

points on your body. Acupuncture may relieve pain and ease cancer treatment side effects, such as 

nausea, vomiting and dry mouth, but there's no evidence that acupuncture has any effect on your 

cancer. Acupuncture can be safe when done by a certified practitioner. Ask your doctor to recommend 

someone in your community. But acupuncture isn't safe if you have low blood counts or take blood 

thinners. 

    Hypnosis. Hypnosis is a type of therapy that puts you in a trance-like state that can be relaxing. 

Hypnosis is typically done by a therapist who leads you through relaxation exercises and asks you to 

think pleasing and positive thoughts. Hypnosis may reduce anxiety, nausea and pain in people with 

cancer. 
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    Massage. During a massage, a massage therapist uses his or her hands to apply pressure to your skin 

and muscles. Massage can help relieve anxiety, distress, fatigue and pain in people with cancer. Some 

massage therapists are specially trained to work with people who have cancer. Ask your doctor for 

names of massage therapists in your community. Massage shouldn't hurt. Your massage therapist 

shouldn't put pressure anywhere near your tumor or any surgical wounds. Avoid having a massage if 

your blood counts are low or if you're taking blood thinners. 

    Meditation. Meditation is a time of quiet reflection in which you focus your mind on something, such 

as an idea, image or sound. Meditation may reduce stress and improve quality of life in people with 

cancer. Meditation can be done on your own, or there may be instructors in your community. Ask for 

recommendations from your health care team or friends and family. 

    Yoga. Yoga combines gentle stretching movements with deep breathing and meditation. Yoga may 

help people with cancer sleep better. Yoga is generally safe when taught by a trained instructor, but 

don't do any moves that hurt or don't feel right. Many fitness centers offer yoga classes. Ask your 

friends and family for opinions on yoga classes they've taken. 

 

Coping and support 
 

A diagnosis of lung cancer is devastating. It may take some time to come to terms with your feelings. 

When you're ready, you can take steps to take control of your situation. Taking an active role in your 

health care may make you feel more empowered in coping with lung cancer. Try to: 

 

    Learn all you can about lung cancer. Find out everything you can about your lung cancer — the type, 

the stage, your treatment options and their side effects. The more you know, the more active you can 

be in your own care. Write down questions and ask them at your next appointment. Ask your health 

care team about additional sources of information. The National Cancer Institute answers questions 

from the public. You can reach them at 800-4-CANCER (800-422-6237), or contact the American Cancer 

Society (ACS) at 800-227-2345. 

    Take an active role in your treatment. Although you may feel tired and discouraged, don't let others 

— including your family or your doctor — make important decisions for you. Take an active role in your 

treatment and work with your doctors to make your health care decisions. 

    Build a strong support system. A strong support system helps you cope with everyday difficulties, 

such as fatigue and pain. Friends and family are worried about you and want to help, so learn to accept 

help when you need it. Staying connected with friends and family helps them cope with your illness, and 
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it gives you a chance to talk about your hopes and fears. Sometimes you'll feel like your friends and 

family can't understand your feelings if they've never had cancer. In these cases, support groups — both 

in your community and on the Internet — can be a good source for practical information and support. 

You may also find that you develop deep and lasting bonds with people who are going through the same 

things you are. 

    Set reasonable goals. Having goals helps you feel in control and can give you a sense of purpose. But 

don't choose goals you can't possibly reach. You may not be able to work a 40-hour week, for example, 

but you may be able to work at least half the time. In fact, many people find that continuing to work can 

be helpful. 

    Take time for yourself. Eating well, relaxing and getting enough rest can help combat the stress and 

fatigue of cancer. Also, plan ahead for the downtimes when you may need to rest more or limit what 

you do. 

    Stay active. A diagnosis of cancer doesn't mean you have to stop doing the things you enjoy. For the 

most part, if you feel well enough to do something, go ahead and do it. 

 

Prevention 
There's no sure way to prevent lung cancer, but you can reduce your risk if you: 

    Don't smoke. If you've never smoked, don't start. Talk to your children about not smoking so that 

they can understand how to avoid this major risk factor for lung cancer. Many current smokers began 

smoking in their teens. Begin conversations about the dangers of smoking with your children early so 

that they know how to react to peer pressure. 

    Stop smoking. Stop smoking now. Quitting reduces your risk of lung cancer, even if you've smoked for 

years. Talk to your doctor about strategies and stop-smoking aids that can help you quit. Options include 

nicotine replacement products, medications and support groups. 

    Avoid secondhand smoke. If you live or work with a smoker, urge him or her to quit. At the very least, 

ask him or her to smoke outside. Avoid areas where people smoke, such as bars and restaurants, and 

seek out smoke-free options. 

    Test your home for radon. Have the radon levels in your home checked, especially if you live in an 

area where radon is known to be a problem. High radon levels can be remedied to make your home 

safer. For information on radon testing, contact your local department of public health or a local chapter 

of the American Lung Association. 
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    Avoid carcinogens at work. Take precautions to protect yourself from exposure to toxic chemicals at 

work. In the United States, your employer must tell you if you're exposed to dangerous chemicals in 

your workplace. Follow your employer's precautions. For instance, if you're given a face mask for 

protection, always wear it. Ask your doctor what more you can do to protect yourself at work. Your risk 

of lung damage from these carcinogens increases if you smoke. 

    Eat a diet full of fruits and vegetables. Choose a healthy diet with a variety of fruits and vegetables. 

Food sources of vitamins and nutrients are best. Avoid taking large doses of vitamins in pill form, as they 

may be harmful. For instance, researchers hoping to reduce the risk of lung cancer in heavy smokers 

gave them beta carotene supplements. Results showed the supplements actually increased the risk of 

cancer in smokers. 

    Drink alcohol in moderation, if at all. Limit yourself to one drink a day if you're a woman or two 

drinks a day if you're a man. Anyone age 65 and older should drink no more than one drink a day. 

    Exercise. Aim to achieve at least 30 minutes of exercise on most days of the week. Check with your 

doctor first if you aren't already exercising regularly. Start out slowly and continue adding more activity. 

Biking, swimming and walking are good choices. Add exercise throughout your day — park farther away 

from work and walk the rest of the way or take the stairs rather than the elevator. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


