
 

 

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS ABOUT LUNG CANCER  

1. What are the causes of lung cancer?  

Cigarette Smoking - The vast majority of lung cancers are related to cigarette smoking. 
An individual who smokes one pack of cigarettes daily has a 20-fold increased risk of 
developing lung cancer compared to a nonsmoker. The greater the number of cigarettes 
smoked on a daily basis and the greater the number of years of smoking, the greater is 
the risk of developing lung cancer.  

Asbestos exposure is another risk factor for lung cancer. Cigarette smokers who are 
exposed to asbestos develop lung cancer at an extremely high rate. Exposure to 
asbestos also is a major risk factor for the development of mesothelioma, a cancer that 
originates in the pleura.  

Radioactive dust and radon exposure - Uranium miners who have been exposed to 
radioactive dust and radon gas also have an increased incidence of lung cancer. 
Although there has been some controversy about the risk posed by exposure to 
residential radon gas, a recent study conducted in Sweden showed an increased 
incidence of lung cancer in individuals who were exposed to a high level of radon in 
their homes.  

2. Is there screening or early detection of lung ca ncer?  

Three large studies in the 1970s failed to show a survival advantage for individuals who 
were screened by sputum cytology and chest X-ray for lung cancer. The results led 
most experts to conclude that screening for lung cancer was not worthwhile. A more 
recent, randomized, prospective trial from Czechoslovakia showed that screening with a 
chest x-ray increased the diagnosis of early-stage lung cancer and reduced mortality 
from lung cancer. Studies are currently underway to evaluate chest CT scan for lung 
cancer screening. Several recent reports from Japan, Germany, and the United States 
have documented the ability of low-dose spiral CT scans to detect lung cancer at an 
early stage. Despite the renewed interest in screening for lung cancer, at present 
routine screening is not recommended.  

3. What are the symptoms of lung cancer?  

Cough is a major manifestation of lung cancer. However, it is important to remember 
that the majority of lung cancer patients are current or former smokers and may have a 
cough related to chronic irritation of the upper and/or lower airways from cigarette 
smoke. Therefore, a smoker should bring a change in their cough, such as an increase 
in frequency or severity, to the attention of a physician.  

Shortness of breath (dyspnea) and coughing up blood (hemoptysis) may also be 
signs of lung cancer. Breathing problems may be caused by cancer blocking the 
airways or build-up of fluid around the lung (pleural effusion).  


