
cancer.org | 1.800.227.2345

If You Have Bladder Cancer 
What is bladder cancer?●

How does the doctor know I have bladder cancer?●

How serious is my cancer?●

What kind of treatment will I need?●

What will happen after treatment?●

What is bladder cancer?  

Cancer can start any place in the body. Cancer that starts in the bladder is called
bladder cancer. It starts when cells in the bladder grow out of control and crowd out
normal cells. This makes it hard for the body to work the way it should.

Bladder cancer cells can sometimes spread to other parts of the body, such as the
bones, and grow there. This spread is called metastasis
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Signs and symptoms of bladder cancer1 are problems peeing, pain when peeing,
needing to go more often than normal, and seeing blood in your urine.

If signs suggest you might have bladder cancer, exams and tests will be done. Here are
some of the tests you may need2:

Physical exam: The doctor will check you for signs of bladder cancer and other health
problems. This might include a rectal exam, during which a gloved finger is put into your
rectum. If you are a woman, a pelvic exam might also be done. During these exams, the
doctor can sometimes feel a bladder tumor.

Urine tests: For these tests, you'll be asked to pee in a cup. Your urine is then tested
for cancer cells, blood, or certain proteins (called biomarkers or tumor markers).

Cystoscopy: For this exam, a doctor called a urologist looks at the inside of your
bladder using a tool called a cystoscope. This is a thin tube with a tiny light and camera
on its end. It's put through the opening of your urethra and moved up into your bladder.
This exam can also be used to remove (biopsy) small pieces of the bladder wall, which
can then be tested for cancer. Saltwater washings of the inside of your bladder may
also be collected to look for cancer cells.

Blue light cystoscopy: Sometimes, special drugs are put into the bladder during the
exam. Cancer cells soak up these drugs and then glow when the doctor shines a blue
light through the scope. This can help the doctor see cancer cells that might have been
missed with the normal light.

TURBT: In this procedure, a rigid cystoscope called a resectoscope is put into the
bladder. This lets the doctor remove tumors as well as some of the muscle layer of the
bladder wall, which can then be checked in the lab for cancer cells. A TURBT can also
be a form of treatment for early bladder cancers.

Lab tests of biopsy samples: Any samples removed during either a cystoscopy or a
TURBT are tested in the lab for cancer cells. This is needed to know for sure if you have
bladder cancer. Other tests may be done on the cells to learn more about the cancer.

CT scan: This is sometimes called a CAT scan. It uses x-rays to make detailed pictures
of the inside of your body. It can show if the cancer has spread outside the bladder.

MRI: MRIs use radio waves and strong magnets instead of x-rays to take detailed
pictures. MRIs can be very helpful in finding cancer that has spread outside the bladder.

Ultrasound: This test uses sound waves to make pictures of the organs inside your
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body, like your bladder and kidneys. It can help show the size of a bladder cancer and if
it has spread.

X-ray tests: These tests aren’t usually done, because other tests such as CT or MRI
scans are often all that’s needed. For one type of x-ray test (called an IVP), a dye is put
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bladder wall, and possibly deeper. These cancers are more likely to spread, and
they tend to be harder to treat.

Grade

The grade refers to how the cancer looks under the microscope.

Low-grade bladder cancers look a lot like normal bladder cells. They tend to grow
and spread slowly.

●

High-grade bladder cancers look less like normal bladder cells. These cancers are
more likely to grow and spread. They can be harder to treat.

●

Gene and protein changes

Lab tests may be done to check the cancer cells for certain gene or protein changes
(sometimes called biomarkers). This might affect your treatment options.

Stage

Your doctor will also want to find out the stage of your cancer3 to help decide what type
of treatment is best for you. The stage describes the growth or spread of the cancer in
the bladder, as well as if it has spread to other parts of your body.

Your cancer can be stage 0, 1, 2, 3, or 4. The lower the number, the less the cancer has
spread. A higher number, like stage 4, means a more serious cancer that has spread
outside the bladder. Ask your doctor about the cancer stage and what it means for you.

Risk groups

If you have NMIBC, the cancer might also be put into a risk group (low, intermediate, or
high), based on certain factors. This can give doctors an idea of how likely it is that the
cancer will come back or keep growing, which might affect your treatment options.

Questions to ask the doctor

Has the cancer invaded the muscle layer of the bladder?●

Do you know the stage and grade of the cancer?●
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If not, how and when will you find out the stage and grade?●

Would you explain what these mean in my case?●

What will happen next?●

What kind of treatment will I need?  

There are many ways to treat bladder cancer4. You might want to get a second opinion5

about the best treatment plan for you.

Bladder cancer is most often treated with:

Surgery●

Intravesical treatment●

Radiation●

Chemotherapy (chemo)●

Immune therapy●

Targeted drugs●

Sometimes more than one type is used. The treatment plan that’s best for you depends
on:

The stage and grade of the cancer●

How far the cancer has spread into the bladder wall●

The chance that a type of treatment will cure the cancer or help in some way●

Any other health problems you have●

Your feelings about the treatment and the side effects that come with it●

Surgery for bladder cancer

Surgery is done for most bladder cancers. The type you have depends on the stage of
the cancer and other factors, such as your health and preferences.

Removing the tumor from the inside bladder (a transurethral resection of bladder tumor,
or TURBT) is the most common surgery for early bladder cancer. This can be done
during a cystoscopy6.

When the cancer is more invasive, the cancer is removed along with part of the bladder
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(partial cystectomy) or the entire bladder (radical cystectomy).

If only part of the bladder is removed, you'll still be able to hold and release urine as
normal, though in smaller amounts. If the entire bladder is removed, you'll need another
way to store and pass urine. Your doctor can explain the options for this.

Side effects of surgery

Any type of surgery can have some risks and side effects7. For instance, removing the
bladder not only changes how your body passes urine, but it can also cause sexual side
effects. If you have these or any other problems, let your doctors know. There are ways
to help deal with many side effects.

Intravesical treatment

For this treatment, a drug is put inside the bladder. This might be a chemo drug or a
drug such as BCG that boosts the immune system. This is often done after surgery in
people who still have their bladder. It can help lower the chance that the cancer will
come back in the bladder.

The drug affects the cells lining the inside of the bladder, but it has little to no effect on
cells in other places. This can help limit side effects. But this also means it can’t treat
invasive bladder cancers or those that have spread outside the bladder.

Side effects of intravesical treatment

Some people have a burning feeling in their bladder after treatment. Other side effects
depend on which drug is used. Some side effects may feel like having the flu, such as
fever, chills, and feeling tired.

Chemo

Chemo is the use of drugs to kill cancer cells. The drugs may be given into a vein or
taken as pills. They go into the blood and spread through the body.

For early-stage bladder cancers, chemo may be used:

Before surgery to shrink a tumor●

After surgery to kill any cancer cells that remain●

With radiation to help it work better●
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As a treatment for advanced bladder cancers, such as those that have spread to
other parts of the body

●

Chemo is given in cycles or rounds. Each round of treatment is followed by a break.
Most of the time, 2 or more chemo drugs are given. Treatment often lasts for many
months.

Side effects of chemo

Chemo can make you feel very tired, sick to your stomach, and cause your hair to fall
out. But these problems go away after treatment ends.

There are ways to treat most chemo side effects8. If you have side effects, talk to your
cancer care team so they can help.

Radiation treatment

In radiation therapy, a machine sends x-rays to a specific part of the body to kill cancer
cells.

Radiation treatment for bladder cancer can be used:

To treat early-stage cancer after surgery●

As the main treatment for early-stage cancer if you can't have (or don’t want)
surgery

●

As part of the treatment for advanced bladder cancer●

Radiation is often given along with chemo. Certain chemo drugs can help the radiation
work better.

Side effects of radiation treatments

The most common side effects of radiation to the bladder are:
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Feeling tired●

Easy bruising or bleeding●

Increased risk of infection●

Most side effects get better after treatment ends. Some might last longer. Talk to your
doctor about what you can expect.

Immunotherapy

Immunotherapy is treatment that boosts your immune system to attack the cancer cells.
Different types of immunotherapy can be used to treat bladder cancer. These drugs can
either be put right into the bladder (as a liquid) to treat some early-stage bladder
cancers, or they can be given into a vein to help treat more advanced bladder cancers.

Side effects of immunotherapy

Immunotherapy can cause different side effects depending on which drug is used. Most
side effects tend to be mild, such as feeling tired or having an upset stomach, but in
some people the side effects can be serious. Most side effects go away after treatment
ends.

If you have side effects, talk to your cancer care team so they can help.

Targeted drugs
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second bladder cancer.

If you have no signs of cancer, most experts advise seeing your doctor every 3 to 6
months. These visits might include urine tests, blood work, and other tests. If you still
have your bladder, you will need regular exams of your bladder, too. The time between
doctor visits may be longer after a few years if no new cancers are seen.

Having cancer and dealing with treatment can be hard, but it can also be a time to look
at your life in new ways. You might be thinking about how to improve your health. Call
us or talk to your doctor to find out what you can do to feel better.

You can’t change the fact that you have cancer. What you can change is how you live
the rest of your life, making healthy choices and feeling as well as you can.

For connecting and sharing during a cancer journey
Anyone with cancer, their caregivers, families, and friends, can benefit from help and
support. The American Cancer Society offers the Cancer Survivors Network (CSN), a
safe place to connect with others who share similar interests and experiences. We also
partner with CaringBridge, a free online toiincengingBt72 503yer.
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Words to know

Bladder: A hollow organ that stores urine.

Biopsy (BY-op-see): Taking out tiny pieces of tissue to see if they contain cancer cells.

Cystectomy (sis-TEK-tuh-mee): Surgery to take out the bladder.

Cystoscopy (sis-TAH-scuh-pee): A procedure to look at the inside of the bladder with a
thin, lighted tube called a cystoscope (SIS-tah-scope).

Intravesical (in-truh-VESS-uh-cull): Within or inside the bladder.

Invasive cancer: Cancer that has spread beyond the layer of cells where it first began.

Kidneys: A pair of bean-shaped organs, each about the size of a fist, that make urine.

Lymph nodes (limf nodes): Small bean-sized parts of the immune system found all
over the body and connected by lymph vessels.

Metastasis (meh-TAS-tuh-sis): The spread of cancer cells from where they started to
other places in the body.

Non-invasive cancer: Cancer that's still only in the layer of cells where it first began.

Partial cystectomy (sis-TEK-tuh-mee): Surgery to remove only part of the bladder.

Radical cystectomy: Surgery to remove the entire bladder.

TURBT: A procedure that removes small pieces from the inside of the bladder to see if
someone has bladder cancer. It can also be used to treat some small bladder cancers.

Ureter (YUR-uh-tur): A tube that carries urine from each kidney to the bladder.

Urethra (yur-EETH-ruh): The tube that carries urine from the bladder to the outside of
the body.
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Urine: Liquid waste made by the kidneys and stored in the bladder. Also called pee.

Urologist (yur-OL-uh-jist): A doctor who's an expert in treating problems of the urinary
tract, as well as the genital area in men.

How can I learn more?

We have a lot more information for you. You can find it online at www.cancer.org11. Or,
you can call our toll-free number at 1-800-227-2345 to talk to one of our cancer
information specialists.

Last Revised: March 12, 2024

Written by

The American Cancer Society medical and editorial content team
(https://www.cancer.org/cancer/acs-medical-content-and-news-staff.html)

Our team is made up of doctors and oncology certified nurses with deep knowledge of
cancer care as well as editors and translators with extensive experience in medical
writing.

American Cancer Society medical information is copyrighted material. For reprint
requests, please see our Content Usage Policy (www.cancer.org/about-
us/policies/content-usage.html).

cancer.org | 1.800.227.2345

13

/cancer/acs-medical-content-and-news-staff.html
/about-us/policies/content-usage.html
/about-us/policies/content-usage.html
/about-us/policies/content-usage.html

	If You Have Bladder Cancer 
	What is bladder cancer?  
	The bladder
	Questions to ask the doctor

	How does the doctor know I have bladder cancer?  
	Questions to ask the doctor

	How serious is my cancer?  
	Invasiveness
	Grade
	Gene and protein changes
	Stage
	Risk groups
	Questions to ask the doctor

	What kind of treatment will I need?  
	Surgery for bladder cancer
	Side effects of surgery

	Intravesical treatment
	Side effects of intravesical treatment

	Chemo
	Side effects of chemo

	Radiation treatment
	Side effects of radiation treatments

	Immunotherapy
	Side effects of immunotherapy

	Targeted drugs
	Clinical trials
	What about other treatments that I hear about?
	Questions to ask the doctor

	What will happen after treatment?  
	Hyperlinks
	Words to know
	How can I learn more?
	Written by



