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LUNG CANCER, NON-SMALL CELL 
 
 
What is non-small cell lung cancer? 
Non-small cell lung cancer is a disease in which malignant (cancer) cells 
form in the tissues of the lung.  
 
The lungs are a pair of cone-shaped breathing organs in the chest. The 
lungs bring oxygen into the body as you breathe in. They release carbon 
dioxide, a waste product of the body, as you breathe out. Each lung has 
sections called lobes. The left lung has two lobes. The right lung is slightly 
larger and has three lobes. 
 
 There are two main types of lung cancer: non-small cell lung cancer and 
small cell lung cancer. 
 
There are several types of non-small cell lung cancer. 
Each type of non-small cell lung cancer has different kinds of cancer cells. 
The cancer cells of each type grow and spread in different ways. The types 
of non-small cell lung cancer are named for the kinds of cells found in the 
cancer and how the cells look under a microscope: 
Squamous cell carcinoma: Squamous cells are flat cells that look like fish 
scales.  
Large cell carcinoma: Cancer that may begin in several types of large cells.  
Adenocarcinoma: Cancer that begins in the cells that line the lungs and 
make substances such as mucus.  
 
Stages: 
Once non-small cell lung cancer is found, more tests will be done to find 
out if cancer cells have spread to other parts of the body. This testing is 
called staging. A doctor needs to know the stage of the disease to plan 
treatment. 
 
Stage I A/B:  Tumor of any size is found only in the lung 
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Stage II A/B:  Tumor has spread to lymph nodes associated with the lung 
 
Stage III A:  Tumor has spread to the lymph nodes in the tracheal area, 
including chest wall and diaphragm 
 
Stage III B: Tumor has spread to lymph nodes on the opposite lung or in 
the neck 
 
Stage IV: Tumor has spread beyond the chest 
 
Treatment: 
The treatment options depend on many variables that include 

• The stage of the cancer.  
• Where the tumor is located 
• Whether the patient has human immunodeficiency virus (HIV).  
• Whether cancer remains after initial treatment or has come back 

(recurred).  
 
A combination of radiation therapy, chemotherapy, and/or surgery may be 
used in the treatment of non-small cell lung cancer depending on many 
factors. 
 
Surgery  
Surgery  can offer the great chance of cure for many types of lung cancer, 
especially if it hasn’t spread beyond the lung. Surgery cannot be used as a 
cure in advanced disease, but can treat complications. Most patients will 
undergo some type of surgery throughout the course of diagnosis or 
treatment. 
• Curative surgery: the removal of a tumor when it appears to be confined 

to one area. This type of surgery aims to completely remove the 
cancerous tumor, and may include removing a wedge, a lobe, or an 
entire lung. 

• Debulking surgery: performed when the entire tumor cannot be 
removed. The remaining portion of the tumor is then treated with 
chemotherapy or radiation. 

• Palliative surgery: used to correct a tumor that is causing discomfort or 
disability 
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Radiation therapy 
 Radiation uses high energy x-rays to kill cancer cells or prevent them from 
growing. Specialized doctors called radiation oncologists use advanced 
equipment to target the x-rays directly at tumors or anywhere cancer is 
present. The treatment is meant to destroy the cancer cells with minimal 
radiation exposure to healthy cells. Treatment is often spaced over a 
number of weeks or months so that the healthy cells that may be affected 
have time to rejuvenate. 
 
Chemotherapy 
Chemotherapy uses strong chemical or drugs to prevent the reproduction 
of cancer cells and stop their growth. It can be used in conjunction with 
surgery and radiation. Chemotherapy drugs may be given intravenously or 
taken orally in tablet, capsule or liquid form. The amount of chemotherapy a 
patient receives depends on the type of cancer, the drugs, and the patient’s 
over all response to treatment. Therapy may be given daily, weekly, or 
monthly and can continue for months or even years. Some drugs may be 
given in cycles-with rest periods in between treatments- to allow the body 
to recover and produce new, healthy cells. 
 
Clinical Trials 
Carefully conducted clinical trials are the fastest and safest way to find 
treatments that work in people and ways to improve health. Participants in 
clinical trials can play a more active role in their own health care, gain 
access to new research treatments before they are widely available, and 
help others by contributing to medical research. 
 
Clinical trials in cancer can test new anticancer drugs, new drug 
combinations, and new ways of giving treatment.  
 
Websites: 
www.lungcancer.org 
www.lungcanceronline.org 
www.lungusa.org 
www.lungcanceralliance.org 
www.cancer.gov 
www.cancer.org 
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