Liver cancer
Summary
The liver will function normally with only a small portion of it in working order.
Most liver cancers are secondary liver cancers, meaning a cancer that starts somewhere else in the body
and spreads to the liver.
Primary liver cancers are the least common cancers in Victoria.

Liver cancer can be a primary cancer, meaning it starts in the liver, or a secondary cancer, meaning it starts in
another part of the body and spreads to the liver. Secondary liver cancers are more common than primary liver
cancers. Primary liver cancer is one of the less common cancers in Victoria. Liver cancer usually has no symptoms
in the early stages.

Functions of the liver
The liver is the largest organ inside the body. It is located on the right side of the abdomen and protected by the
ribcage. The liver will function normally with only a small portion of it in working order.
Its functions include:
destroying harmful substances, such as alcohol, and getting rid of waste products
converting food containing fats and sugars to energy that is used by the body
producing bile to help with the digestion of food.

Primary liver cancers
Primary liver cancer is one of the less common cancers in Victoria, with about 380 people diagnosed each year. It
is more common in men and people aged over 65 years. Most primary liver cancers start in liver cells (these are
called hepatocellular carcinoma), while others start in a bile duct and are referred to as cholangiocarcinoma.
In Western cultures, most people who develop primary liver cancer also have cirrhosis of the liver. This is scarring
of the liver due to causes such as heavy alcohol drinking over a long period of time. However, only a small number
of people who have cirrhosis of the liver develop primary liver cancer. Infection with hepatitis B, C or D can also
increase the risk of cirrhosis and, later, primary liver cancer.

Secondary liver cancers
Secondary liver cancer is the most common liver cancer. A secondary liver cancer starts somewhere else in the
body and spreads (metastasises) to the liver.
Most cancers can spread to the liver. The most common types that do this are breast, stomach and bowel
cancers. These liver cancers are named after the primary cancer (for example, breast cancer that has spread to
the liver is called metastatic breast cancer). Sometimes, the liver cancer is discovered first, which leads to
diagnosis of the primary cancer.

Causes of liver cancer
Liver cancer is often caused by damage to the liver due to:
cirrhosis – scarring of the liver tissue from alcohol
long-term infection with a hepatitis virus – hepatitis B, C or D
some chemicals – (for example, arsenic) that are now rarely used
smoking – hepatitis B or C infection increases the risk of liver cancer in people who smoke
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diabetes – people with diabetes have a risk of liver cancer that is two or three times higher than people who
do not have diabetes.
The causes of secondary liver cancer are very different to those of a primary liver cancer. This is because
secondary liver cancers means the cancer began elsewhere in the body (where the primary cancer is). The causes
of secondary liver cancer will be the same as for the primary cancer type.

Symptoms of liver cancer
Symptoms often don't appear in the early stages of liver cancer. There are few nerves through the liver, so
someone with this type of cancer does not feel pain. Symptoms are the same for both primary and secondary liver
cancer.
In later stages, liver cancer can cause an ache in the upper abdomen or back. Rather than feeling pain in the liver,
it is felt in the surrounding area due to distension (swelling), irritation or inflammation of the liver.
Other symptoms include loss of appetite, weakness and loss of weight (particularly loss of muscle in the arms and
legs), nausea, fever and jaundice (yellowing of the skin and whites of the eyes). The abdomen may also be
swollen.
If you have one of these symptoms, remember that liver cancer is rare, and your symptom is likely to be due to
something else. However, see your doctor if you have any symptom that persists for more than two weeks. Do not
delay seeing a doctor if you have any signs of jaundice or unexplained loss of muscle in your arms and legs.

Diagnosis of liver cancer
Liver cancer is usually diagnosed with a number of different tests, which may include:
blood tests – to check your general health and check for a chemical usually found in increased levels in
people with primary liver cancer
ultrasound – a picture of the liver is taken using sound waves
computed tomography (CT) scan – a specialised x-ray taken from many different angles to build a threedimensional (3-D) picture of the body
magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) – similar to a CT scan, but uses a powerful magnet and magnetic field
instead of x-rays to build an image of the body
liver biopsy – a small piece of liver tissue is removed with a needle and examined for cancer cells
laparoscopy – a small cut in the lower abdomen is made and this allows a thin mini-telescope (laparoscope)
to be inserted to look at the liver and take a sample of liver tissue.
If the tests show that you have secondary liver cancer, you may need further tests to find out where the primary
cancer is located.

Treatment for liver cancer
Treatment for liver cancer will depend on whether it is a primary or secondary cancer. Treatment options may
include:
surgery – to remove the cancer and damaged tissue. This is the main treatment for primary liver cancer.
Surgery is only useful for secondary liver cancer if the cancer cells only affect one area of the liver.
Tumour ablation – usually uses radio waves or microwaves to heat and destroy cancer cells. It may be used
if there are one or two small tumours present and surgery is not an option. It is mainly used for primary liver
cancer. It is rarely used for secondary liver cancer.
chemotherapy – the use of tablets or injections of anti-cancer drugs. Sometimes, they are introduced into the
veins via a drip, or injected directly into the artery that feeds the cancer in the liver. Chemotherapy is the main
treatment for secondary liver cancer and it is also sometimes used for primary liver cancer.
radiotherapy – x-rays are used to target and kill cancer cells. Radiotherapy may help in treating some types
of primary liver cancers, and may be used to relieve symptoms of pain and discomfort from secondary liver
cancer.
complementary and alternative therapies – when used alongside your conventional cancer treatment, some of
these therapies can make you feel better and improve your quality of life. Others may not be so helpful and in
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some cases may be harmful. The Cancer Council Victoria booklet called Understanding complementary
therapies (pdf) can be a useful resource.
All treatments can have side effects. Your medical team will discuss these with you before you begin any type of
treatment.

Your sexuality and liver cancer
Having liver cancer and its treatment can affect the way you feel about your body, who you are, your relationships,
the way you express yourself sexually and your sexual feelings (your ‘sexuality’). These changes can be very
upsetting.
Your medical team should discuss these issues with you before and during your treatment. If you feel you would
like to discuss things further, ask your doctor for a referral to a counsellor or call the Cancer Council Helpline on 13
11 20.
If you have a partner, it helps to be as open as possible with them about how you are feeling. The Cancer Council
Victoria booklet called Sexuality, intimacy and cancer may also be helpful to read.

Research into liver cancer
Early detection and better treatment have improved survival for people with liver cancer. Research for liver cancer
is ongoing. The Cancer Research UK website has information about research into liver cancer.
Clinical trials can test the effectiveness of promising new treatments or new ways of combining cancer treatments.
Always discuss treatment options with your doctor.

Caring for someone with liver cancer
Caring for someone with cancer can be a difficult and emotional time. If you or someone you know is caring for
someone with liver cancer, there is support available. The Cancer Council Victoria booklet called Caring for
someone with cancer may also be helpful to read.
When a cure for liver cancer isn't possible
If liver cancer has been diagnosed in its later stages, the cancer may have spread to the point where a cure is no
longer possible. Treatment then focuses on improving quality of life by relieving the symptoms (this is called
‘palliative’ treatment). Treatment options may include medications to relieve pain, nausea and vomiting. The Cancer
Council Victoria booklet called Living with advanced cancer may be helpful to read.
Where to get help
Your GP (doctor)
Palliative care team
Cancer Council Victoria
Cancer Council Helpline Tel. 13 11 20
Multilingual Cancer Information Line, Victoria Tel. 13 14 50
WeCan website helps people affected by cancer find the information, resources and support services they
may need following a diagnosis of cancer.
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This page has been produced in consultation with and approved by:
Cancer Council Victoria

Content on this website is provided for information purposes only. Information about a therapy, service,
product or treatment does not in any way endorse or support such therapy, service, product or treatment and
is not intended to replace advice from your doctor or other registered health professional. The information and
materials contained on this website are not intended to constitute a comprehensive guide concerning all
aspects of the therapy, product or treatment described on the website. All users are urged to always seek
advice from a registered health care professional for diagnosis and answers to their medical questions and to
ascertain whether the particular therapy, service, product or treatment described on the website is suitable in
their circumstances. The State of Victoria and the Department of Health & Human Services shall not bear any
liability for reliance by any user on the materials contained on this website.
For the latest updates and more information, visit www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au
Copyright © 1999/2019 State of Victoria. Reproduced from the Better Health Channel
(www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au) at no cost with permission of the Victorian Minister for Health. Unauthorised
reproduction and other uses comprised in the copyright are prohibited without permission.
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