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												What is cancer of unknown primary (CUP)?

																							
													







    
                            Primary cancer means where the cancer started. The part of the body where the cancer first started to grow is called the primary site. The cancer type is usually named after the part of the body where it first started to grow. For example, a cancer that starts in the lung is called a primary lung cancer.

A secondary cancer happens when cancer cells separate from a primary site and spread to another part of the body. The cancer cells travel through the blood or lymphatic system and form a new cancer somewhere else in the body.

A secondary cancer is also called a metastasis or metastatic cancer. It is made up of the same type of cancer cells that formed the primary cancer. For example, a cancer that starts in the lungs and spreads to the liver is made up of lung cancer cells, not liver cancer cells.

Cancer of unknown primary (CUP) means that your doctor is not sure where the cancer started. They have found a secondary cancer but have not been able to find the primary cancer. People with CUP sometimes have secondary cancer in more than 1 part of the body

With CUP, doctors cannot always tell which part of the body the cancer cells are from. But cancers are made up of different types of cells. These can be grouped based on the type of cells they are made up of. Knowing the type of cell can give the doctors a better idea about where the cancer may have started. This helps them to plan the best treatment.

We have more information about CUP and different cell types.




        
        


        

    


												

												
													







    
                Reasons the primary cancer cannot be found

                            Sometimes doctors cannot find out where the primary cancer started. This may be because:

	the primary cancer is too small to be seen on scans
	the primary cancer is hidden by a larger secondary cancer
	the body’s immune system has destroyed it, but it has already spread.


Doctors might stop looking for the primary cancer if:

	you are not feeling well enough to have tests
	further test results are unlikely to change your treatment plan.
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                            Symptoms of cancer of unknown primary (CUP) depend on where the secondary cancer (or cancers) is in the body. The most common places for cancer to spread to are the:

	
    lungs 
	bones
    
	liver
    
	lymph nodes.
    


General symptoms of cancer

General symptoms of cancer include:

	
    unexplained weight loss
    
	loss of appetite
	
    feeling extremely tired all the time
	pain that does not go away or has no obvious cause
	
    looking pale, and feeling tired and breathless – this may be caused by a low level of red blood cells (anaemia).
    


All the symptoms mentioned here can be caused by conditions other than cancer. But it is important to see your GP and get them checked.
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                            If you have symptoms, you usually start by seeing your GP. They will examine you and ask about your symptoms. If they think you might have cancer, they may refer you to a specialist for tests. Or if you have symptoms that are making you very unwell, you may be admitted to hospital straight away. In this situation, you will have tests while you are staying in hospital as an inpatient.

The first specialist doctor you see and the tests you have depend on your symptoms. For example,

	if you have bowel or stomach symptoms, your GP will refer you to a gastroenterologist. They treat problems of the digestive system.
	if you have kidney or bladder symptoms, you will see a urologist. They treat problems of the urinary system.


Doctors may look for the most common types of primary cancers first. The tests might show you have cancer, but the doctors still may not know where the cancer started. In this situation, the GP may refer you directly to a particular hospital team. This could be:

	the malignancy of unknown origin (MUO) team
	the cancer of unknown primary (CUP) team
	a rapid diagnostic centre.


The specialist team will arrange any tests you need. The tests you have depend on your symptoms. Your doctor will use national guidelines to decide which tests are right for you. The results of one test may suggest that another one would be useful.

You might have some of the following tests and scans:





	
    
    
    
    
    Blood tests

    

    

    

    

    
    
    
    
    
    Blood tests can help doctors find out how organs such as the liver and kidneys are working. They are also used to find out the number of different blood cells you are producing (your full blood count).This information can help your doctors decide which area of the body to scan. For example, if the liver or kidneys are not working properly, your doctor may decide to scan them.

    

    

    

    

    
	
    
    
    
    
    X-rays and scans

    

    

    

    

    
    
    
    
    
    You may have x-rays or scans to help find a primary cancer, or understand more about the type of cancer you have. We have more information about x-rays, mammograms, CT scans, PET-CT scans, MRI scans, and ultrasound scans in our A-Z of tests.

    

    

    

    

    
	
    
    
    
    
    Cameras that look inside the body (endoscopy)

    

    

    

    

    
    
    
    
    
    An endoscopy is a test that looks inside the body using a thin, flexible tube with a camera on the end. This test may have different names depending on the area of the body. If you know the name of the test you are having, you can find it in our A-Z of tests. The most common types of  include upper gastro-intestinal endoscopy, bronchoscopy, nasendoscopy, laryngoscopy, colonoscopy, cystoscopy and hysteroscopy.

    

    

    

    

    
	
    
    
    
    
    Laparoscopy

    

    

    

    

    
    
    
    
    A laparoscopy is a small operation to look at organs inside your tummy (abdomen).

    

    

    

    

    
	
    
    
    
    
    Biopsy

    

    

    

    

    
    
    
    
    
    If tests show that you might have cancer, you may have a biopsy. A biopsy means taking a sample of tissue or cells from an abnormal area. The sample is checked under a microscope for cancer cells. Some tests on a biopsy sample may give doctors more information about the type of cancer you have.

    

    

    

    

    
	
    
    
    
    
    Removing fluid for testing

    

    

    

    

    
    
    
    
    
    You may have a build-up of fluid in your body. If the fluid collects around the lung, it is called a pleural effusion. A collection of fluid around the tummy (abdomen) is called ascites. Doctors can take a sample of this fluid and check it for cancer cells.

    You have a local anaesthetic injection to numb the area. The doctor uses a needle to remove some fluid. Sometimes the doctor uses an ultrasound scan to help find the best area to get a sample from.

    

    

    

    

    
	
    
    
    
    
    Bone marrow test

    

    

    

    

    
    
    
    
    
    You might have a bone marrow biopsy to check whether the cancer is affecting the bone marrow. Bone marrow is a spongy material in the middle of our bones. It is where blood cells are made.

    

    

    

    

    











Other tests on the biopsy

Some other tests can be done on a biopsy sample. They may give doctors more information about the type of cancer you have.

You might have some of the following tests and scans:

 




	
    
    
    
    
    Immunohistochemistry test

    

    

    

    

    
    
    
    
    
    This test uses antibodies to find out whether there are particular proteins on the surface of the cell. These may be linked to some cancer types.

    

    

    

    

    
	
    
    
    
    
    
    Cytogenetic test

    

    

    

    

    
    
    
    
    
    This test looks at the changes in the chromosomes in a cell. Changes in the structure of some chromosomes can be linked to some cancer types.

    

    

    

    

    

    
	
    
    
    
    
    Hormone and protein receptor test

    

    

    

    

    
    
    
    
    
    This test looks at cancer cells with receptors. Some cancer cells have receptors which certain types of hormones or proteins to attach to. Identifying these may help doctors find out where the cancer cells came from.

    

    

    

    

    
	
    
    
    
    
    
    Gene expression-based profiling (GEBP)

    

    

    

    

    
    
    
    
    GEBP looks for patterns of genes in the secondary cancer tissue. These patterns can help doctors find out what the primary cancer might be. This can help them decide which other tests you should have and which treatments are most suitable for you.

    At the moment, gene profiling tests for people with CUP are not usually available on the NHS. But you may be able to have them as part of a clinical trial. You can find further information about gene expression-based profiling on the Cancer of Unknown Primary Foundation website.

    

    

    

    

    

    










Waiting for test results

Waiting for test results can be a difficult time. It may take from a few days to a couple of weeks for the results to be ready. You may find it helpful to talk with a partner, family member or close friend. Your specialist nurse or a support organisation can also provide support. Or you can talk to one of our cancer support specialists for free on 0808 808 00 00 (7 days a week, 8am to 8pm).
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                            Being diagnosed with cancer of unknown primary can make you feel shocked, frightened, angry or upset. There is no right or wrong way to feel. It may help to get support from family, friends or a support organisation.

Macmillan is also here to support you. If you would like to talk, you can:

	call the Macmillan Support Line on 0808 808 00 00
	chat to us online
	visit our cancer of unknown primary forum to talk with people who have been affected by cancer of unknown primary, share your experience, and ask an expert your questions.
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                            When your treatment has finished, you will have regular check-ups. You may also have follow-up scans. How often you have them will depend on your treatment plan:


	If the aim of treatment was to cure the cancer, you may see your cancer doctor or specialist nurse every few months for up to two years.
    
	If the aim of treatment was to control the cancer, you may see your cancer doctor or specialist nurse less often.
    


Your cancer doctor and specialist nurse will give you advice on what to look out for. If you have any problems or notice new symptoms between check-ups, tell them as soon as possible.
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Macmillan Support Line	The Macmillan Support Line is a free and confidential phone service for people living and affected by cancer. If you need to talk, we'll listen. 
 




      

  






           

  
    	




  


Call us on 0808 808 00 008am to 8pm. It's free to call from landlines and mobiles within the UK.



	
  


  
    	




  


Email us Get in touch via this form



	
  


  
    	




  


Chat onlineEvery day 8am - 8pm.



	
  






           

  
    	




  


Online CommunityAn anonymous network of people affected by cancer of unknown primary which is free to join. Share experiences, ask questions and talk to people who understand.



	
  


  
    	




  


Help in your areaWhat's going on near you? Find out about support groups, where to get information and how to get involved with Macmillan where you live.
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We help people get through cancer. Your donations make it happen.        
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Macmillan Support Line.



The Macmillan Support Line offers confidential support to people living with cancer and their loved ones. If you need to talk, we'll listen.



0808 808 00 00
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