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CONDITION

Metastatic pleural tumor

A metastatic pleural tumor is cancer that has spread from another part of the body to the

lining around the lungs.

WHAT IT IS

Cancer spread from another body site to the pleura

BODY SYSTEM

Lungs and chest lining

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Breathlessness, chest pain, cough, fatigue

WHAT CAUSES IT

Cancer cells spreading from a primary tumor

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Pleural fluid cytology or pleural biopsy

MAIN TREATMENT

Cancer therapy and relief of pleural symptoms

CAN IT BE CURED?

Sometimes - only in selected, highly treatable cancers

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Sometimes - severe breathlessness or chest pain needs emergency care

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Often serious, shaped by cancer type and treatment response

Overview

A metastatic pleural tumor is cancer that has spread to the pleura , the thin layers of tissue

covering the lungs and lining the inside of the chest. The cancer started somewhere else in the

body. That original site is called the primary cancer .

Cancer may reach the pleura through the bloodstream, through lymph vessels that carry tissue

fluid, or by growing directly from a nearby structure. Lung and breast cancers are common

sources, but several other cancers can spread there, including ovarian, gastrointestinal, kidney,

and blood cancers.

This condition is different from pleural mesothelioma . Mesothelioma begins in the pleura

itself. A metastatic pleural tumor begins in another organ and keeps the features of that

original cancer. For example, breast cancer that spreads to the pleura is still treated as
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metastatic breast cancer.

Pleural metastases often cause a malignant pleural effusion , meaning that fluid linked to

cancer collects between the pleural layers. This fluid can press on the lung and make breathing

difficult. Some people have pleural tumor deposits without a large fluid collection.

Pleural spread usually means that cancer is advanced. However, treatment options and

outlook differ greatly according to where the cancer began, its molecular features, how widely

it has spread, and how well it responds to treatment.

Symptoms

Some pleural metastases are found on a scan before they cause symptoms. When symptoms

occur, they often result from fluid around the lung or reduced movement of the lung and chest

wall.

Common symptoms include:

Pleural pain may become sharper when you take a deep breath or cough. This is called pleuritic

pain . Pain can also come from tumor affecting the chest wall or ribs.

General symptoms of the underlying cancer may include reduced appetite, unintended weight

loss, night sweats, or weakness. These symptoms have many possible causes and do not, by

themselves, show that cancer has spread to the pleura.

The amount of fluid seen on a scan does not always match how breathless someone feels.

Existing lung or heart disease, anemia, physical fitness, and whether the lung can fully expand

may also affect breathing.

- Increasing breathlessness, especially during activity

- A dull, aching, or sharp pain on one side of the chest

- A persistent dry cough

- Tiredness and reduced ability to manage usual activities

Causes and risk factors

A metastatic pleural tumor develops when cells from an existing cancer reach the pleura and

continue growing there. It is not a separate cancer caused by an infection or by something you

have recently done.

Almost any cancer can spread to the pleura. Important possible sources include cancers of the
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lung, breast, ovary, digestive system, and kidney, as well as lymphoma. Sometimes pleural

disease is the first sign that leads to the discovery of the primary cancer.

The main risk factor is having a cancer capable of spreading outside its original organ. The

chance of pleural spread is influenced by the cancer's type, stage, biology, and response to

earlier treatment.

Smoking can increase the risk of several primary cancers, particularly lung cancer, but not

every person with pleural metastases has smoked. Asbestos exposure is strongly linked to

mesothelioma, which starts in the pleura; it is not a general explanation for metastatic pleural

tumors.

Diagnosis

Imaging may first show pleural thickening, small nodules, a mass, or fluid around the lung. A

chest X-ray can reveal a pleural effusion, while ultrasound helps assess fluid and guide safe

sampling. A CT scan gives more detail about the pleura, lungs, lymph nodes, and nearby

structures.

Imaging alone usually cannot confirm what type of cancer is present. A sample of cells or

tissue is generally needed.

If there is enough fluid, a clinician may perform thoracentesis , also called pleural aspiration. A

needle or small tube is passed through the chest wall using local anesthetic, and fluid is

removed. A laboratory examines the fluid for cancer cells. This test is called pleural fluid

cytology .

A negative fluid result does not always rule out pleural cancer. Some tumors release few cells

into the fluid. If the cause remains uncertain, a pleural biopsy may be needed. Tissue can be

collected with an image-guided needle or during thoracoscopy , a procedure using a small

camera placed into the chest through a small opening.

A pathologist examines the sample under a microscope. Special stains, called

immunohistochemistry , can help distinguish metastatic cancer from mesothelioma and may

identify where the cancer began. Molecular or genetic tests on the tumor may help determine

whether targeted treatment or immunotherapy could be useful.

Further scans and tests may assess other areas of the body. The exact testing plan is based on

the suspected primary cancer and whether the results would change treatment.

Treatment and management
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Treatment has two linked aims: controlling the underlying cancer and relieving symptoms

caused by pleural disease. Planning usually involves cancer and respiratory specialists, with

decisions based on the cancer type, previous treatment, overall health, symptoms, and

personal priorities.

Systemic treatment travels through the bloodstream and treats cancer in more than one

location. It may include chemotherapy, targeted therapy, immunotherapy, or hormone therapy.

The choice comes from the primary cancer's features rather than simply from its location in

the pleura.

A pleural effusion may be drained if it is causing breathlessness. Removing fluid can also show

whether breathing improves and whether the lung expands normally. Fluid can return, so

repeated simple drainage is not always the best long-term approach.

Options for a recurring symptomatic effusion include:

Pleurodesis is less likely to work if the lung cannot expand against the chest wall. This is called

a non-expandable or trapped lung . An indwelling catheter can often relieve symptoms in that

situation.

Radiotherapy may be used for a painful, localized tumor deposit. Major surgery is uncommon

for widespread pleural metastases but may have a role in carefully selected cancers or for a

specific complication.

Pain medicines, treatment for cough, oxygen when blood oxygen is low, rehabilitation, and

nutritional support may also help. Palliative care can be provided alongside cancer treatment

to manage symptoms and support quality of life. It is not limited to the final stage of illness.

- Pleurodesis , which uses a substance such as sterile talc to make the pleural layers stick
together and reduce fluid collection

- An indwelling pleural catheter , a soft tube left in the chest so fluid can be drained at home

- Repeat drainage in selected situations, particularly when fluid returns slowly or other
procedures are unsuitable

Complications

Pleural fluid may return after drainage and cause renewed breathlessness. Over time, tumor or

inflammation can make the pleura thicker and prevent the lung from expanding fully.

Other possible complications include:

Pleural procedures also have risks such as bleeding, infection, pain, and a collapsed lung.

Ultrasound guidance and careful follow-up reduce some of these risks. A care team should
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explain the expected benefits and risks before a procedure.

- Persistent chest pain or reduced chest movement

- Blocked lymph drainage and repeated fluid buildup

- Infection in pleural fluid or around a pleural catheter

- Air entering the pleural space after a procedure

- Progression of the primary cancer elsewhere in the body

Prevention

There is no reliable way to prevent an existing cancer from spreading specifically to the pleura.

Pleural spread can happen even when someone has followed treatment plans and made

healthful choices.

Reducing tobacco exposure can lower the risk of developing several primary cancers.

Recommended cancer screening may find certain cancers earlier, but screening does not

prevent every cancer or guarantee that spread will not occur.

If you already have cancer, attending planned appointments and reporting new breathlessness

or chest symptoms can help identify complications sooner. Diets, supplements, or

complementary therapies have not been shown to prevent pleural metastases.

Living with it and what to expect

The course over months and years is closely tied to the original cancer. Some tumors respond

well to systemic treatment, allowing pleural deposits and fluid to shrink for a meaningful

period. Other tumors continue to grow despite treatment or return after an earlier response.

A pleural effusion may recur within a short time, return more slowly, or remain controlled after

pleurodesis or catheter placement. If you have a catheter, you or someone supporting you may

be taught how to drain it using sterile equipment. The drainage schedule is set according to

symptoms, fluid production, and the treatment plan.

Breathing may improve after fluid removal, but it may not return fully to its previous level.

Cancer elsewhere in the lungs, a non-expandable lung, anemia, muscle loss, or other medical

conditions can continue to affect stamina.

Many people remain able to spend time at home and take part in valued activities, although

they may need to pace themselves and accept practical support. Pulmonary rehabilitation
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principles, such as gentle activity, rest planning, and breathing techniques, may help some

people manage daily tasks.

The overall outlook is often serious because pleural metastasis usually reflects advanced

cancer. Survival cannot be estimated from the pleural finding alone. Cancer type, molecular

features, spread to other organs, general health, and response to treatment all matter.

It can help to discuss what treatment is intended to achieve, how its effects will be checked,

and what matters most to you if the cancer changes. Supportive and palliative care can assist

with breathlessness, pain, sleep, emotional distress, family concerns, and future planning

throughout the illness.

When to get medical help

Contact your cancer or respiratory team promptly if breathlessness, cough, or chest

discomfort is new or gradually worsening. Also report a clear reduction in activity, a return of

symptoms after fluid drainage, or problems managing a pleural catheter.

If you have a catheter, seek prompt advice about redness spreading around the site, increasing

pain, pus-like drainage, fever, a damaged tube, or fluid that suddenly stops draining while

breathlessness is worsening. These may indicate infection, blockage, or another complication.

Seek urgent or emergency medical care for:

These symptoms can have several causes, including a collapsed lung, blood clot, infection, or

heart problem. They need prompt assessment rather than waiting for a routine appointment.

- Severe or rapidly worsening difficulty breathing

- Blue or gray lips, confusion, collapse, or fainting

- Sudden severe chest pain

- Coughing up more than a small streak of blood

- Severe breathlessness or pain soon after a pleural procedure

Common questions

Is a metastatic pleural tumor the same as mesothelioma?

No. Mesothelioma begins in the pleura. A metastatic pleural tumor began somewhere else,

such as the lung or breast, and later spread to the pleura. Tissue testing is often needed to tell

them apart.
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Does fluid around the lung always mean cancer?

No. Pleural effusions can also result from heart failure, infection, blood clots, liver or kidney

disease, and inflammatory conditions. Fluid testing, imaging, and sometimes biopsy are used to

find the cause.

Can pleural metastases be cured?

A cure is uncommon because pleural spread usually means cancer is advanced. However,

some highly treatment-sensitive cancers can have deep, lasting responses, and selected

situations may be treated with curative intent. For many people, treatment focuses on

controlling cancer and maintaining comfort and function.

Will draining the fluid remove the cancer?

Draining fluid can ease pressure on the lung and improve breathing, but it does not remove all

tumor deposits from the pleura. Cancer-directed treatment and, when needed, a longer-term

plan for recurring fluid are separate parts of care.

Why did my pleural fluid test come back negative?

Cancer cells are not present in every fluid sample. Some tumor types shed few cells, and

disease may be concentrated in pleural tissue instead. If suspicion remains, another sample or

a pleural biopsy may be considered.

Can I fly with a pleural effusion or catheter?

Travel may be possible for some people, but safety depends on breathing, oxygen levels,

recent procedures, fluid buildup, and access to medical support. Air travel soon after a

pneumothorax or certain pleural procedures may be unsafe. Your clinical team can assess the

specific timing and equipment needs.
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