
Updated: 9/2022                                                                                                                                                               Sources: cancer.org | cdc.gov 

Overview of Cancer 
 

What is Cancer? 

Cancer is a genetic disease in which some of the body’s cells grow uncontrollably and spread to other parts of the body. 

Normally, human cells grow and multiply (through a process called cell division) to form new cells as the body needs them. 

When cells grow old or become damaged, they die, and new cells take their place. Cancerous cells, however, don’t die and keep 

growing. If left untreated, the cancerous cells will eventually metastasize, meaning that they’ll spread to other parts of the body.   

What is a Tumor? 

Sometimes, when cells are growing and multiplying (when they shouldn’t be) they form tumors, which are lumps of tissue. 

Tumors can be cancerous (malignant) or not cancerous (benign). Cancerous tumors spread into, or invade, nearby tissues and 

can travel to distant places in the body to form new tumors, i.e. metastasize. 

What causes cancer? 

Cancer cells develop because of multiple changes in their genes. These changes can have many possible causes. Lifestyle 

habits, genes you get from your parents, and being exposed to cancer-causing agents (carcinogens) in the environment can 

all play a role. Many times, there is no obvious cause. There is a wide range of outside exposures or environmental factors, 

such as 

Lifestyle factors. These can include how much exercise you get, if you smoke, what foods you eat, etc. 

Naturally occurring exposures. Ultraviolet radiation, radon gas, infectious agents, etc.  

Manmade exposures. These can occur in the workplace or in the home.  

Medical treatments. Some medical treatments, including radiation and chemotherapy, can increase your chances of 

developing cancer.  

Pollution. We breathe in pollutants every day, which can include car or diesel exhaust, smoke, radon, etc. 

Family history of cancer. If you have family members who have had cancer, you’re more likely to develop cancer, too. 

What are the general categories of cancers? 

There are general categories of cancer based on the type of cell the cancer starts in. Carcinomas and more specifically 

adenocarcinomas are the most common type: 

Carcinomas. Cancers that start in epithelial surfaces. These surfaces are the cells that form the outer surface in the 

body to line or cover the body's organs, cavities, tubes, and passageways. These cancers form solid tumors. 

Adenocarcinomas. Cancers that start in glandular tissues that make mucus or fluid, such as the lung, breast, prostate, 

or colon. Adenocarcinomas are considered a specific type (subtype) of carcinomas. 

Sarcomas. Cancers that start in cells that make up supporting structures, such as bone, muscle, cartilage, fat, or fibrous 

tissue. These cancers form solid tumors. 

Leukemias. Cancers that start in blood cells, most often white blood cells. Because these cancers are in the blood cells, 

they don't cause tumors. 

Lymphomas. Cancers that start in cells of the lymph nodes and lymphatic system. They may cause tumors in lymph 

tissue. 

Brain cancers, nerve cancers, melanomas, and certain testicular and ovarian cancers are other types of cancer categories. 

They start in different kinds of cells in the body. 



What are the most common types of cancer? 

 

 


