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What is lymphoma?

Lymphoma is a type of cancer. This information explains what lymphoma is and
how cancer develops. We have separate information about the possible causes and

risk factors of lymphoma.
On this page

What is lymphoma?
How cancer develops

Information and support

We have separate information about the topics in bold font. Please get in touch if
you'd like to request copies or if you would like further information about any aspect
of lymphoma. Phone 0808 808 5555 or email information@lymphoma-
action.org.uk.

What is lymphoma?
Lymphoma is a type of blood cancer.

e Itisthe 5" most common type of cancer in the UK.
e |t can affect both adults and children, at any age.
e There are effective treatments for most types of lymphoma.

You can watch our animation explaining what lymphoma is, how it develops and
treatments available here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6Z9sdEnwduQ.

This animation has been translated in Polish, Punjabi and Romanian.

Page 1 of 6
© Lymphoma Action


mailto:information@lymphoma-action.org.uk
http://www.lymphoma-action.org.uk/
https://lymphoma-action.org.uk/about-lymphoma-what-lymphoma/causes-and-risk-factors-lymphoma
https://lymphoma-action.org.uk/about-lymphoma-what-lymphoma/causes-and-risk-factors-lymphoma
mailto:information@lymphoma-action.org.uk
mailto:information@lymphoma-action.org.uk
https://lymphoma-action.org.uk/types-lymphoma/lymphoma-children-and-young-people
https://lymphoma-action.org.uk/about-lymphoma-what-lymphoma/causes-and-risk-factors-lymphoma#age
https://lymphoma-action.org.uk/about-lymphoma/treatment-lymphoma
https://lymphoma-action.org.uk/types-lymphoma
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6Z9sdEnwduQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6Z9sdEnwduQ
https://lymphoma-action.org.uk/support-you-accessible-information/translations#Polish
https://lymphoma-action.org.uk/support-you-accessible-information/translations#Punjabi
https://lymphoma-action.org.uk/support-you-accessible-information/translations#Romanian

Lymphoma develops when white blood cells called lymphocytes grow out of
control. Lymphocytes are part of your immune system, which helps to fight
infection. Lymphocytes travel around your body in the lymphatic system carrying a
fluid called lymph. The lymph fluid passes through glands (lymph nodes), which are
spread throughout your body. For this reason, lymphoma might also be referred to

as a cancer of the immune system.

Thymus

Diaphragm
(muscle that separates the
chest from the abdomen)

Spleen

Groin (inguinal)
lymph nodes

The lymphatic system (lymph vessels and lymph nodes are shown in green)

If you have lymphoma, your lymphocytes divide in an abnormal way or do not die
when they should. The abnormal lymphocytes build up, usually in lymph nodes in
your armpits, neck or groin. However, they can collect in almost any part of your
body.

The symptoms of lymphoma depend on where the lymphoma starts, what parts of
your body it affects, and what type of lymphoma it is. There are over 60 different
types, broadly grouped into Hodgkin lymphomas and non-Hodgkin lymphomas.
Non-Hodgkin lymphomas are further grouped depending on whether they are
slow-growing (described as ‘low-grade’ or ‘indolent’) or fast-growing (‘high-grade’
or ‘aggressive’). Different types of lymphoma behave differently and need

different treatment.
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The main types of lymphoma

Other types of blood cancer

Lymphoma, leukaemia and myeloma are all types of blood cancer (also known as
‘haematological’ cancers). Although there are similarities between some types of
lymphoma and leukaemia, most types develop differently. They also behave

differently and are treated differently.

If you would like information or support in relation to other types of blood cancers,
you might be interested in our useful organisations listing, which includes blood

cancer organisations.

How cancer develops

We start life as a single cell. You might think of this as a tiny building block. While
in the womb, this cell splits into two cells, then four cells, then eight cells, and so
on.
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As the cells continue to divide, they gradually develop into all the different types of
cell we're made of, such as blood cells, muscle cells and nerve cells. By the time
we're born, our bodies contain trillions of cells of about 200 different types. After

we're born, these cells carry on dividing — this allows us to grow and develop.

Some cells continue to divide throughout the lifespan. This process replaces old
cells that die off naturally. Different types of cell divide at different speeds, and
have different lifespans. Each day, millions of our cells die and are replaced by new

ones.

Abnormal cell division and cancer

Cell division and cell death are normal, healthy processes. They are controlled by
chemical signals. Usually, cell division and cell death are in careful balance, so that

we make only the number of new cells our body needs.

You can watch a video of Professor Andy Davies talking about what lymphoma is

and how it develops here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eqfP67RIA7Y.

Throughout life, changes (mutations) happen to our DNA (genetic material). Most of
the time, these changes are harmless. However, they can sometimes disrupt vital
processes within our cells. This can create abnormal cells that stop responding to

control signals. These cells might:

e start dividing when they shouldn’t
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e carry on dividing when they should stop

e stay alive when they should die.

When this happens, a group of cells can form that divide faster than they die,
leading to a build-up of abnormal cells (cancer). It usually takes a number of

different mutations for a cancer to develop.
In order for cancer to develop, the abnormal cells:

e need to divide and grow uncontrollably
e avoid (or ‘hide from’) the body’s immune system

e get all the nutrients they need to survive.

Once cancer develops, the abnormal cells might stop your body from making
normal, healthy cells. This can prevent organs in your body from working properly.
The abnormal cells might spread to other parts of the body and start growing there
too. Cancer also uses up the energy and nutrients your body needs.

There are lot of different types of cancer depending on what type of cell became
abnormal. Different types of cancer can cause different symptoms and effects,

depending on where the cancer is and how fast it is growing.

Information and support

If you, or someone you know, has been diagnosed with lymphoma, we're here for
you. We have a range of support services and information you can trust.
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Tell us what you think and help us to improve our resources for people affected by
lymphoma. If you have any feedback, please visit lymphoma-action.org.uk/Feedback
or email publications@lymphoma-action.org.uk.

All our information is available without charge. If you have found it useful and
would like to make a donation to support our work you can do so on our website
lymphoma-action.org.uk/Donate. Our information could not be produced without
support from people like you. Thank you.

Disclaimer

We make every effort to make sure that the information we provide is accurate at
time of publication, but medical research is constantly changing. Our information is
not a substitute for individual medical advice from a trained clinician. If you are

concerned about your health, consult your doctor.

Lymphoma Action cannot accept liability for any loss or damage resulting from any
inaccuracy in this information or third party information we refer to, including that
on third party websites.

Neither the Information Standard scheme operator nor the scheme owner shall
have any responsibility whatsoever for costs, losses or direct or indirect damages or
costs arising from inaccuracy of information or omissions in the information

published on the website on behalf of Lymphoma Action.
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