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If You Have Salivary Gland Cancer 
What is salivary gland cancer?●

Different kinds of salivary gland cancer●

How does the doctor know I have salivary gland cancer?●

How serious is my cancer?●

What kind of treatment will I need?●

What will happen after treatment?●

What is salivary gland cancer?  

Salivary gland cancer can start in any of the salivary glands. It can have many names
depending on which type of cell the cancer starts in. All of these cancers start when
cells in part of a salivary gland grow out of control and crowd out normal cells. Ask your
doctor to write down the exact kind of cancer you have because it can be confusing. 

Cancer cells can spread to other parts of the body. Cancer cells in a salivary gland can
sometimes travel to the lung and grow there. When cancer cells do this, it’s called
metastasis.To doctors, the cancer cells in the new place look just like the ones from the
salivary gland where it started.

Cancer is always named for the place where it starts. So when salivary gland cancer
spreads to the lung (or any other place), it’s still called salivary gland cancer. It’s not
called lung cancer unless it starts from cells in the lung.

Ask your doctor to use this picture to show you where the cancer is.
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Different kinds of salivary gland cancer  

There are many types of salivary gland cancers1. Your doctor can tell you more about
the type you have. Most salivary gland cancers start in the parotid gland.

Questions to ask the doctor

Why do you think I have cancer?●
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stage 1 or stage 2.

The stage describes the spread of the cancer from the place it started. It also tells if the
cancer has spread to other parts of your body that are close by or farther away.
Knowing the stage will help your doctor decide what type of treatment is best for you.

Your cancer can be stage 0,1, 2, 3, or 4. The lower the number, the less the cancer has
spread. A higher number, like stage 4, means a more serious cancer that has spread
from where it started. Be sure to ask the doctor about the cancer stage and what it
means for you.

The cancer cells in the biopsy sample will also be graded. This helps doctors predict
how fast the cancer is likely to grow and spread. Cancer cells are graded based on how
much they look like normal cells. Grades 1, 2, and 3 are used. Cells that look very
different from normal cells are given a higher grade (3) and tend to grow faster. Ask the
doctor to explain the grade of your cancer. The grade helps the doctor decide which
treatment is best for you.

Questions to ask the doctor

Do you know the stage and grade of the cancer?●

If not, how and when will you find out the stage and grade of the cancer?●

Would you explain to me what the stage and grade mean in my case?●

Based on the stage and grade of the cancer, how long do you think I’ll live?●

What will happen next?●

What kind of treatment will I need?  

Smoking during cancer treatment is linked to more side effects, worse outcomes,
and reduced benefit of treatment. It is best to stop smoking completely before
starting treatment. Smoking also increases the risk of the cancer coming back
after treatment as well as the risk of getting a new cancer.  Quitting smoking for
good is the best way to improve your chance of survival.

There are many ways to treat salivary gland cancer4:

Surgery and radiation are used to treat only the cancer. They do not affect the rest
of the body.

●

Chemo drugs, targeted drug therapy, immunotherapy go through the whole body.●
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Side effects of chemo

Chemo can make you feel very tired, sick to your stomach, and your hair might fall out.
But most of these problems go away after treatment ends. Other side effects like
hearing problems or nerve damage can last a long time.

There are ways to treat most chemo side effects. If you have side effects, tell your
cancer care team so they can help.

Targeted drug therapy

Targeted drugs9 may be used to treat salivary gland cancer. These drugs affect mainly
cancer cells and not normal cells in the body. They may work even if other treatments
don’t. These drugs have different side effects from chemo.

Side effects of targeted drug therapy

Side effects of targeted drug therapy depend on which drug is used. There are ways to
treat most of the side effects caused by targeted therapy and they usually go away after
treatment ends.

If you have side effects, talk to your cancer care team so they can help.

Immunotherapy

Immunotherapy10 is treatment that either boosts your own immune system or uses man-
made versions of parts of the immune system that attack the cancer cells.
Immunotherapy drugs may be given into a vein.

Side effects of immunotherapy

Immunotherapy can cause many different side effects depending on which drug is used.
These drugs can cause you to feel tired, have a cough, feel sick to your stomach, have
a skin rash, poor appetite, constipation, and diarrhea. Most of these problems go away
after treatment ends.

More serious side effects might happen if the immune system starts attacking normal
parts of the body, which can cause problems in many organs. You may need to stop the
immunotherapy drug and take steroids to treat this side effect.

There are ways to treat most of the side effects caused by immunotherapy. If you have
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side effects, talk to your cancer care team so they can help.

Clinical trials

Clinical trials are research studies that test new drugs or other treatments in people.
They compare standard treatments with others that may be better.

If you would like to learn more about clinical trials, start by asking your doctor if your
clinic or hospital takes conducts clinical trials. See Clinical Trials11 to learn more.

Clinical trials help doctors find better ways to treat cancer. If your doctor can find one
that’s studying the kind of cancer you have, it’s up to you whether to take part. And if
you do sign up for a clinical trial, you can always stop at any time.

What about other treatments that I hear about?

When you have cancer you might hear about 
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How soon do I need to start treatment?●

What should I do to be ready for treatment?●

Is there anything I can do to help the treatment work better?●

What's the next step?●
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How can I learn more?

We have a lot more information for you. You can find it online at www.cancer.org14. Or,
you can call our toll-free number at 1-800-227-2345 to talk to one of our cancer
information specialists.

Last Revised: March 18, 2022

Written by

The American Cancer Society medical and editorial content team
(https://www.cancer.org/cancer/acs-medical-content-and-news-staff.html)

Our team is made up of doctors and oncology certified nurses with deep knowledge of
cancer care as well as editors and translators with extensive experience in medical
writing.

American Cancer Society medical information is copyrighted material. For reprint
requests, please see our Content Usage Policy (www.cancer.org/about-
us/policies/content-usage.html).
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