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What is bone secondary cancer?

A primary cancer is the place where a cancer first starts. Sometimes 
cancer cells can break away from the primary cancer and be carried in 
the blood stream to another part of the body. This is called a secondary 
cancer. In bone secondary cancer, the cells have settled in the bone to 
form a new cancer growth.

This can happen in any bone in the body.

Although any type of cancer can potentially spread to the bone, the 
most common types are breast, prostate, lung, thyroid and kidney.

What treatment is available for bone secondary 
cancer?

Treatment is available for all of the problems caused by bone secondary 
cancer. It may include painkillers, drugs to strengthen the bone or 
relieve the swelling and pressure caused by the secondary cancer, 
surgery, radiotherapy, and/or chemotherapy.

What are the symptoms of bone secondary cancer?

The most common symptom is pain. This pain can occur in the part of 
your body where the cancer has affected the bone.

It can be difficult to identify cancer related bone pain as it may be similar 
to the pain of arthritis or rheumatism. However, this type of pain is 
usually new to you. It is often described as a constant dull ache which 
may become worse with movement.

Sometimes if the bone is weakened by the cancer it can fracture or 
break, even if you have not had a fall. This is called a pathological 
fracture. Pain from a pathological fracture can occur suddenly.
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Spinal cord compression

If secondary bone cancer affects the bones in the back it can sometimes 
cause pressure on the nerves in the spinal cord. This is called spinal cord 
compression.

The symptoms of spinal cord compression include:

• Pain, this can be pain in the back but it can also be like a "band" 
around the chest or stomach

• Tingling, numbness or heaviness in the feet, legs or arms
• Feeling unsteady on your feet or your legs "giving way"
• Problems passing urine
• Constipation or difficulty controlling your bowels
• Impotence

Spinal cord compression is rare but when it does occur fast action needs 
to be taken. Early detection and treatment of spinal cord compression is 
very important as the pressure on the nerves in your spine can cause 
serious disability, including permanent paralysis, if it is not treated early.

Prompt treatment at an early stage can reduce the chances of long term 
damage. However, if the problems have been in place for more than a 
few days the chances of treating them successfully are reduced.

If you have any of the above symptoms:

• Get immediate advice from a healthcare professional, such as your 
cancer team at your hospital, GP or Specialist Nurse.

• Describe your symptoms and explain that you are worried about 
spinal cord compression and need to be seen urgently.

• Show the healthcare professional this information leaflet.
• Don't delay in reporting these early warning signs.
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What should I do if I develop symptoms of bone 
secondary cancer?

If you develop any of the symptoms described in this leaflet you should 
contact your doctor to make sure the symptoms are investigated and 
appropriate treatment is given.

If you experience any of the symptoms of spinal cord compression 
described above you should seek advice immediately.

If you have any questions or concerns about the information contained 
in this leaflet please discuss them with your doctor or nurse.

Further information is also contained in the Macmillan Cancer Support 
booklet 'Secondary bone cancer'. This can be obtained by phoning 
0808 808 0000 or by visiting the website: www.macmillan.org.uk

 

Important advice for the doctor or healthcare professional 
This patient is at risk of Metastatic Spinal Cord Compression (MSCC). 
If they have any of the symptoms of MSCC described in this 
information leaflet, please consider MSCC as a possible diagnosis. 
This requires urgent attention.

Alternative formats can be provided on request. Please call 
the department on your appointment letter or email: 
sth.alternativeformats@nhs.net 
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