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LUNG CANCER, SMALL CELL 
 
What is small cell lung cancer? 
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 that are found within 
the chest. The lungs bring oxygen into the body when breathing in and take 
out carbon dioxide when breathing out. Each lung has sections called 
lobes. The left lung has two lobes. The right lung, which is slightly larger, 
has three. A thin membrane called the pleura surrounds the lungs. Two 
tubes called bronchi lead from the trachea (windpipe) to the right and left 
lungs. The bronchi are sometimes also involved in lung cancer. Small tubes 
called bronchioles and tiny air sacs called alveoli make up the inside of the 
lungs. 
 
There are two types of lung cancer: small cell lung cancer and non-small 
cell lung cancer. This summary provides information on small cell lung 
cancer.  
 
Stages: 
Once 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. 
 
Limited-Stage Small Cell Lung Cancer 
Limited-stage:  Cancer is found in one lung, the tissues between the lungs, 
and nearby lymph nodes only.  
 
Extensive-Stage Small Cell Lung Cancer: Cancer has spread outside of the 
lung in which it began or to other parts of the body 
 

The Alvin & Lois Lapidus Cancer Institute



Page 2 of 3 

Recurrent:  Cancer  that has recurred (come back) after it has been 
treated. The cancer may come back in the chest, central nervous system, 
or in other parts of the body. 
 
 
Treatment: 
Three types of standard treatment are used: 
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 may be used if the cancer is found in one lung and in nearby 
lymph nodes only. Because this type of lung cancer is usually found in both 
lungs, surgery alone is not often used. Occasionally, surgery may be used 
to help determine the patient’s exact type of lung cancer. During surgery, 
the doctor will also remove lymph nodes to see if they contain cancer. 
Laser therapy (the use of an intensely powerful beam of light to kill cancer 
cells) may be used 
 
Even if the doctor removes all the cancer that can be seen at the time of 
the operation, some patients may be given chemotherapy or radiation 
therapy after surgery to kill any cancer cells that are left. Treatment given 
after the surgery, to increase the chances of a cure, is called adjuvant 
therapy. 
 
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 
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number of weeks or months so that the healthy cells that may be affected 
have time to rejuvenate. Prophylactic cranial irradiation (radiation therapy 
to the brain to reduce the risk that cancer will spread to the brain) may also 
be given. The way the radiation therapy is given depends on the type and 
stage of the cancer being treated.  
 
 
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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