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Overview of Lung Cancer 
 

What is Lung Cancer? 

Lung cancer is a genetic disease where cells in the lung begin to grow uncontrollably. It is the leading cause of 

cancer death. There are several types and subtypes, depending on where the cancer originates. The two main types 

of lung cancer are small cell and non-small cell and are treated very differently from each other.  

Non-small cell lung cancer (NSCLC) makes up the bulk of lung cancer cases. It is divided into three main subtypes: 

Adenocarcinoma. This cancer starts in the glandular tissues (tissues that line the lungs and produce mucus).  

Squamous cell carcinoma. Squamous cells line the interior of the lung’s airways (bronchi). These cancers tend 

to start in the central area of the lungs.  

Large cell (undifferentiated) carcinoma. This subtype of cancer can happen in any part of the lung. 

Unfortunately, this cancer tends to spread and develop quickly, making it more difficult to treat.  

Small cell lung cancer (SCLC) has two subtypes. It also tends to grow and spread much more quickly than NSCLC. 

Small cell carcinoma. Also known as oat cell cancer.  

Combined small cell carcinoma. This type of cancer is made up of both small cell carcinoma components as well 

as non-small cell carcinoma components.  

Symptoms 

Lung cancer presents itself differently in different people. Sometimes, people won’t have any symptoms until the 

cancer is fairly advanced. That said, lung cancer symptoms may include the following:  

• Coughing that gets worse 

or doesn’t go away after 2 

or 3 weeks 

• Chest pain 

• Shortness of breath 

• Wheezing or hoarseness 

• Coughing up blood 

• Persistent fatigue 

• Unexplained weight loss 

• Shortness of breath 

• Severe headaches 

Please note that many of these symptoms can be caused by health conditions other than cancer. Having any of 

these symptoms does not necessarily mean cancer. However, if you’re worried, make an appointment to be 

checked out by a doctor. 

Causes and Prevention 

A well-established cause of lung cancer is smoking and tobacco use. Smoking isn’t the only way you can get lung cancer, 

however. The second leading cause of lung cancer is long-term exposure to radon, a colorless, odorless gas that can build 

up inside buildings or homes. Other causes include breathing in pollutants such as diesel exhaust or asbestos, or having a 

first degree relative (parent, sibling, or child) who has had lung cancer.  

You can help prevent lung cancer in yourself by not smoking, avoiding secondhand smoke, and testing your home for 

radon.  

 

 

 



Screening for Lung Cancer 

Screening is looking for cancer before a person has any symptoms. If found early, cancer is easier to treat and 

possibly cure. However, if symptoms have begun to appear, the cancer may have already begun to spread, making it 

more difficult to treat.  

The only recommended way to screen for lung cancer is a low dose computed tomography (CT) scan. During the CT 

scan, you’ll lie flat on a table while an X-ray machine takes pictures of your chest and lungs.  

The Center for Disease Control (CDC) recommends that you get yearly screenings for lung cancer if you 

• Have a 20+ pack-year* smoking history and 

• Smoke now or have quit within the past 15 years, and  

• Are between 50 and 80 years old. 

*A pack-year refers to someone smoking 1 pack of cigarettes per day for a year.  

Keep in mind that there are some risks to getting screened for lung cancer. There’s a possibility of getting a false-

positive result, meaning that the test shows lung cancer when there isn’t any. Or the test shows lung cancer that 

isn’t an issue and leads to treatment that isn’t necessary (a problem referred to as overdiagnosis). Therefore, 

regular screening is only recommended for adults who are at high risk for developing lung cancer. 

Diagnosis 

Lung cancer is diagnosed by looking at lung cells. A small sample of cells can be taken from lung secretions 

(spit, usually) or fluid from around the lung (if present). The doctor may also take a biopsy (a small part) of the 

suspicious area to test. 

If lung cancer is found, the next step is to determine if it has spread across the lungs or to other parts of the 

body. To do that, doctors use either an ultrasound or a procedure known as a mediastinoscopy (or mediastinotomy).  

A mediastinoscopy is when the doctor inserts a lighted tube behind the sternum (breastbone) to look at and 

take tissue samples from the lymph nodes. When these lymph nodes can’t be reached, a surgeon will perform a 

mediastinotomy and remove the biopsy sample.  

Treatment  

Lung cancer, depending on what type, where it is, and how fast it’s growing, is treated in several different ways. Usually, 

patients with non-small cell lung cancer will use a combination of treatments. Patients who have small cell lung cancer 

however are normally treated with radiation therapy or chemotherapy.  

Various treatments include 

Surgery. The surgeon will remove the cancerous tissue. 

Chemotherapy. Doctors will prescribe pills or intravenous (IV) medications to shrink or kill the cancerous cells. 

Radiation therapy. Use of high-energy rays to kill or shrink the cancer. 

Targeted therapy. These drugs are designed to block the growth and spread of cancer cells but are only used for certain 

cancer types.  

 

 


