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BASIC INFORMATION
Description
Lymphoma (also called lymphosarcoma, LSA) is a common cancer of middle-aged and older cats. It is a cancer of the white blood
cells known as lymphocytes, of which there are two main types—
B cells and T cells. Lymphoma may affect the skin, eyes, central nervous system (spinal cord and brain), gastrointestinal tract,
liver, and lungs. This cancer can be aggressive if left untreated
but often responds favorably to chemotherapy, which adds months
and sometimes years to the pet’s life.

Causes
Even though this is a common cancer of people and pets, it is not
known why it develops. In some cats, feline leukemia virus (FeLV)
may play a role. This virus is becoming less common, however, as
more cats are vaccinated or live indoors, thereby decreasing their
risk of infection. Environmental factors such as cigarette smoke
may increase the risk for LSA, and other environmental factors
remain under investigation. There is no known breed or sex predilection in cats.

Clinical Signs
Clinical signs depend on the area of the body affected. Three common forms of LSA exist in cats: the widespread multicentric form,
the mediastinal form, and the alimentary (gastrointestinal) form.
Widespread enlargement of the lymph nodes (glands) may be
the only sign with the multicentric form. The mediastinal form
develops in the front of the chest and may cause difficulty breathing. The alimentary form can affect any portion of the stomach
or intestines and often causes signs such as weight loss, lethargy,
loss of appetite, vomiting, and diarrhea. An abdominal mass may
develop that can be felt on physical examination. Some cats have
enlargement of the liver and spleen.
Other forms of LSA may cause skin lumps, sudden blindness,
seizures, back pain, or shortness of breath. Fever, excessive drinking and urination, or abnormal bleeding can also occur.

Diagnostic Tests
Diagnosis of LSA can be easy if all external lymph nodes are
enlarged or difficult if the tumor is in a less accessible organ. The
tests performed depend on the location of the tumor, but the following may be recommended:
• A complete blood count, biochemistry profile, and urinalysis
• Fine-needle aspiration of a lymph node or mass, with examination of cells under the microscope (cytology)
• Biopsy of enlarged lymph nodes or other organs
• X-rays and/or an ultrasound to evaluate for internal organ
involvement

• Bone marrow aspiration if bone marrow involvement is
suspected
• FeLV test
• Endoscopy (passing a flexible tube into the stomach and upper
intestines) and biopsy
• Specialized testing to determine the type of lymphoma (B cell
versus T cell)

TREATMENT AND FOLLOW-UP
Treatment Options
Treatment of lymphoma depends on the organs involved, but most
cases require chemotherapy because the disease is widespread.
Surgery may be needed in some cases, such as the alimentary
form, to relieve an intestinal obstruction caused by the tumor. A
variety of chemotherapeutic protocols are available, consisting of
combinations of oral and injectable medications. (See handout on
Chemotherapy and Your Pet.)
Treatment is started when the disease is diagnosed, even if the
cat does not seem ill, because waiting may drastically reduce longterm survival. The goal of cancer therapy is to achieve long-term
remission and good quality of life. Remission is achieved when
signs of disease have disappeared.

Follow-up Care
Frequent recheck visits are needed to administer some forms
of chemotherapy and to monitor response to the medications.
Laboratory tests are used to monitor for side effects of the medications and evidence of spread of the disease. Sometimes x-rays
and ultrasound studies are also repeated periodically to check the
internal organs.

Prognosis
Prognosis depends on several factors, including FeLV status,
location of the cancer, cell type (B versus T; acute/aggressive versus low-grade/chronic), and how quickly the cancer is diagnosed
and treated. Prognosis is better in cats that achieve complete
remission, maintain remission, and tolerate the chemotherapy.
In general, remissions of 2 years or longer can be achieved in
30-40% of cats that respond well to chemotherapy. About 70%
of cats achieve at least an additional 4-6 months of good quality
of life. Cats that are not treated may survive only 4-6 weeks after
diagnosis.
Lymphoma eventually comes out of remission, with recurrence
of clinical signs or spread of cancer to other organ systems. The
cancer may become resistant to the drugs that have been used, so
new drugs may be chosen to try and rescue the animal and put the
disease back into remission.
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