
 Larynx:  The voice box, also called the larynx, is 
located in the throat. It contains your vocal cords 
that vibrate to make sound when you talk or sing. 
When you swallow, the voice box is protected by 
a small flap called the epiglottis that closes to 
stop food from going into your lungs.  

Paranasal sinuses and nasal cavity: The 
paranasal sinuses are small hollow spaces in the 
bones of the head surrounding the nose. The 
nasal cavity is the hollow space inside the nose. 

Salivary glands: The major salivary glands are in 
the floor of the mouth and near the jawbone. The 
salivary glands make spit, also known as saliva. 

Unknown (or occult) primary: Sometimes, 
cancerous squamous cells can be found in the 
lymph nodes of the upper neck when there is no 
evidence of cancer in other parts of the head and 
neck. 

Adapted from the National Cancer Institute (http://www.cancer.gov)

WHAT ARE CANCERS OF THE HEAD 
AND NECK?

 Head and neck cancers include several types 
of cancers that develop in areas like the mouth, 
throat, airway and nose. Most begin in the 
squamous cells that line these areas, called the 
mucosa, or the moist lining of the head and neck. 

 
Salivary gland cancers are rare but can happen. 
Because the salivary glands have different 
types of cells, there are several different types 
of cancers, each requiring its own treatment 
approach. 
 

 
DID YOU KNOW?
Not all cancers in the head and neck region are classified as head and neck cancers. For example, 
cancers of the brain, eye, thyroid, and skin are different conditions and require different treatments. 

HEAD AND NECK CANCERS ARE CATEGORIZED BY THEIR LOCATION

Oral Cavity: Is typically thought of as the mouth, 
including:  
•	 The lips
•	 The front two-thirds of the tongue
•	 The gums
•	 The lining inside the cheeks and lips
•	 The floor (bottom) of the mouth under the 

tongue
•	 The hard palate (bony top of the mouth) 
•	 The small area of the gums behind the 

wisdom teeth. 

Pharynx: The pharynx, or throat, is a 5-inch tube 
that starts behind the nose and connects to the 
esophagus. It has three parts: 
•	 The nasopharynx (the upper part of the 

throat, behind the nose)
•	 The oropharynx (the middle part of the throat, 

including the soft palate the base of the 
tongue, and the tonsils

•	 The hypopharynx (the lower part of the 
throat)



WHAT ARE THE SYMPTOMS OF HEAD AND NECK CANCERS?

Symptoms can vary depending on the location of the cancer, but some common signs include:

•	  A lump in the neck, throat, or face
•	 A mouth or throat sore that doesn’t heal
•	 Persistent cough or sore throat
•	 Pain or difficulty with swallowing
•	 Hoarseness or changes in your voice
•	 Trouble breathing or speaking
•	 White or red patches inside the mouth

•	 Ear or jaw pain
•	 Unusual bleeding from mouth, throat or nose
•	 Unintended weight loss
•	 Chronic sinus infections that do not respond 

to medication
•	 Persistent headaches

These may also be caused by other, less serious conditions. It is important to check with a doctor or 
dentist if any of these symptoms persist longer than two weeks.  

WHAT CAUSES HEAD AND NECK CANCER? 

The primary risk factors for head and neck cancer are:
•	 Tobacco use: Smoking cigarettes, cigars, or pipes, tobacco-based vapes/e-cigarettes, hookah, 

water pipes, and using smokeless tobacco, snuff, snus, dip, twist, dissolvable tobacco, naswar, or 
chimó.

•	 Excessive alcohol consumption.
•	 Human papillomavirus (HPV) infection: Certain types of HPV can increase the risk of 

oropharyngeal cancer.
•	 Sunlight: Long-term exposure to ultraviolet light from sunlight or tanning beds increases the risk 

of skin cancer, including the scalp, face and lips.
•	 Epstein Barr Virus: Can increase risk of nasopharyngeal cancer.
•	 Betel nut Chewing: Increases the risk of head and neck and esophageal squamous cell 

carcinoma.
•	 Immunosuppression: due to HIV or solid-organ transplantation have a higher risk of head and 

neck cancers, including cutaneous (skin) squamous cell and basal cell carcinomas cancers.
•	 Occupational hazards: Certain chemicals (such as wood dust, formaldehyde, asbestos and nickel) 

and radiation exposure in the workplace and environment, potentially place people at a higher 
risk for head and neck and thyroid cancers. Workers should wear protective equipment (masks, 
lead vests, etc.) according to occupational guidelines.

•	 Oral health: Poor oral health, including missing teeth, bleeding gums, and gum disease, can 
increase your risk of mouth cancer.

•	 Genetic syndromes:  some genetic syndromes such as Fanconi’s anemia, dyskeratosis congenita 
and others can increase the risk of head and neck cancer

*People who smoke and drink heavily have the highest risk of developing head and neck cancer*



HOW DO I REDUCE MY RISK OF HEAD AND NECK CANCER? 

Taking simple steps today can lower your chances of developing head and neck cancer: 

•	 Quit smoking (including smokeless and chewing tobacco) and limit alcohol intake.
•	 Get the HPV vaccine for yourself and your children (it’s best at ages 11–12 prior to sexual activity, 

but adults up to age 45 can benefit too).
•	 Use sunscreen, lip balm with SPF, and protective gear to protect your lips and skin from harmful 

UV rays. Avoid tanning beds.
•	 Visit the dentist regularly. Checkups often can find head and neck cancers early when they are 

easier to treat. A clean mouth is a healthy mouth!
•	 A healthy lifestyle doesn’t just protect against cancer—it helps you feel better every day!

HEAD & NECK CANCER ALLIANCE PROGRAMS 

The Head & Neck Cancer Alliance offers FREE resources for patients, survivors and care partners. 

•	 Register for a mentor or become a mentor through our Peer-to-Peer Program.
•	 Connect with our community in our Online Support Group.
•	 Educational materials and webinars to keep you informed and empowered.
•	 Sign up for our E-Newsletter.
•	 Join our annual Move-a-Thon to get healthy and raise awareness

 No one should face cancer alone. Visit 
www.headandneck.org 

to explore programs and find the support you need.


