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Head and neck squamous cell carcinoma

Description 

Squamous cell carcinoma is a cancer that arises from particular cells called squamous 
cells. Squamous cells are found in the outer layer of skin and in the mucous 
membranes, which are the moist tissues that line body cavities such as the airways and 
intestines. Head and neck squamous cell carcinoma (HNSCC) develops in the mucous 
membranes of the mouth, nose, and throat.

HNSCC is classified by its location: it can occur in the mouth (oral cavity), the middle 
part of the throat near the mouth (oropharynx), the space behind the nose (nasal cavity 
and paranasal sinuses), the upper part of the throat near the nasal cavity (nasopharynx),
 the voicebox (larynx), or the lower part of the throat near the larynx (hypopharynx). 
Depending on the location, the cancer can cause abnormal patches or open sores (
ulcers) in the mouth and throat, unusual bleeding or pain in the mouth, sinus congestion 
that does not clear, sore throat, earache, pain when swallowing or difficulty swallowing, 
a hoarse voice, difficulty breathing, or enlarged lymph nodes.

HNSCC can spread (metastasize) to other parts of the body, such as the lymph nodes 
or lungs. If it spreads, the cancer has a worse prognosis and can be fatal. About half of 
affected individuals survive more than five years after diagnosis.

Frequency 

HNSCC is the seventh most common cancer worldwide. Approximately 600,000 new 
cases are diagnosed each year, including about 50,000 in the United States. HNSCC 
occurs most often in men in their 50s or 60s, although the incidence among younger 
individuals is increasing.

Causes 

HNSCC is caused by a variety of factors that can alter the DNA in cells. The strongest 
risk factors for developing this form of cancer are tobacco use (including smoking or 
using chewing tobacco) and heavy alcohol consumption. In addition, studies have 
shown that infection with certain strains of human papillomavirus (HPV) is linked to the 
development of HNSCC. HPV infection accounts for the increasing incidence of HNSCC 
in younger people.

Researchers have identified mutations in many genes in people with HNSCC; however, 
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it is not yet clear what role most of these mutations play in the development or 
progression of cancer. The proteins produced from several of the genes associated with 
HNSCC, including TP53, NOTCH1, and CDKN2A, function as tumor suppressors, 
which means they normally keep cells from growing and dividing too rapidly or in an 
uncontrolled way. When tumor suppressors are impaired, cells can grow and divide 
without control, leading to tumor formation. It is likely that a series of changes in multiple 
genes is involved in the development and progression of HNSCC. 

Learn more about the genes associated with Head and neck squamous cell carcinoma 
 
• CDKN2A 

• HRAS 

• NOTCH1 

• PIK3CA 

• PTEN 

• TP53 
 

Additional Information from NCBI Gene: 
 
• FAT1 

Inheritance 

HNSCC is generally not inherited; it typically arises from mutations in the body's cells 
that occur during an individual's lifetime. This type of alteration is called a somatic 
mutation.

Rarely, HNSCC is found in several members of a family. These families have inherited 
disorders that increase the risk of multiple types of cancer.

Other Names for This Condition 
 
• HNSCC 

• SCCHN 

• Squamous cell carcinoma of the head and neck 

Additional Information & Resources 

Genetic Testing Information 
 
• Genetic Testing Registry: Squamous cell carcinoma of the head and neck (https://w

ww.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gtr/conditions/C1168401/) 
 

https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/gene/tp53/
https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/gene/notch1/
https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/gene/cdkn2a/
https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/gene/cdkn2a/
https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/gene/hras/
https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/gene/notch1/
https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/gene/pik3ca/
https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/gene/pten/
https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/gene/tp53/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/2195
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gtr/conditions/C1168401/


Reprinted from MedlinePlus Genetics (https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/) 3

Genetic and Rare Diseases Information Center 
 
• Squamous cell carcinoma of the head and neck (https://rarediseases.info.nih.gov/di

seases/8503/index) 
 

Patient Support and Advocacy Resources 
 
• National Organization for Rare Disorders (NORD) (https://rarediseases.org/) 

 

Clinical Trials 
 
• ClinicalTrials.gov (https://clinicaltrials.gov/search?cond=%22Head and neck squam

ous cell carcinoma%22) 
 

Catalog of Genes and Diseases from OMIM 
 
• SQUAMOUS CELL CARCINOMA, HEAD AND NECK; HNSCC (https://omim.org/en

try/275355) 
 

Scientific Articles on PubMed 
 
• PubMed (https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/?term=%28Carcinoma,+Squamous+Cell

%5BMAJR%5D%29+AND+%28Head+and+Neck+Neoplasms%5BMAJR%5D%29+
AND+%28head+and+neck+squamous+cell+carcinoma%5BTI%5D%29+AND+revie
w%5Bpt%5D+AND+english%5Bla%5D+AND+human%5Bmh%5D+AND+%22last+7
20+days%22%5Bdp%5D) 
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