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Enlarged LymphNodes

What Is a LymphNode?

Lymph nodes are small, bean-shaped organs that are part of your

immune system. Lymph nodes contain white blood cells, or lym-

phocytes, tohelp fight infectionsandcancers.Lymphnodesarecon-

nected by lymph vessels. These are located throughout the body,

including your neck, armpits, chest, abdomen, and groin.

WhyDo LymphNodes Enlarge?

Enlarged lymph nodes are called lymphadenopathy. Samples of an

invader, for example infection or cancer, are brought to the lymph

nodes. The white blood cells work together to fight the illness.

Lymphadenitis iswhen lymphnodesenlarge froman infection. This

is common in children. Certain medications or autoimmune dis-

eases can also cause swollen lymph nodes. Less commonly, cancer

may enlarge lymphnodes. Lymphoma is a cancer that begins in the

lymph nodes. Cancers from other parts of the body may also

invade lymph nodes. This is called metastasis.

When Should I Be Concerned?

In children, enlarged neck lymph nodes are very common after

routine illnesses. These usually get better on their own.Worrisome

features are constant fevers, night sweats, weight loss not on pur-

pose, and enlarged lymph nodes all over. It is concerning if lymph

nodes are larger than 2 cm after 2 weeks or if they enlarge at a fast

rate. It is not normal if lymph nodes are firm, feel stuck in place, or

are located lower intheneck.Foradults,newlyenlarged lymphnodes

when not sick or that persist 2 to 4 weeks after illness should be

checked by a doctor to rule out cancer.

What Are the Next Steps?

See your pediatrician or primary care physician if you are worried

about anenlarged lymphnode.Ahistory andexaminationmayhelp

determine the cause. Blood work or imaging, like chest radiogra-

phy (also known as x-ray) or computed tomography, may be or-

dered. Antibiotics may be used to see if the swelling will decrease.

Steroids should generally be avoided until the cause is known.

Youmay be referred to a subspecialist, like an otolaryngologist, for

head and neck lymphadenopathy.

What Is a Biopsy?

A biopsy may be recommended for diagnosis. This is when a piece

of the lymph node is examined under a microscope. A fine-needle

aspiration is when a needle is used to sample fluid and cells within

the lymph node. This is often completed with ultrasonography

and injected local anesthetic. A core needle biopsy is performed

similarly. However, this allows for a larger sample andmore special

studies to be performed.

An incisional or excisional biopsy is when a piece of or the en-

tire enlarged lymph node is removed. This is sometimes preferred

if there are worrisome features or concern for atypical infections.

This is often performed with the patient sedated or fully asleep in

the operating room. Expect stitches and a small scar.
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•  Persistent enlargement

•  Constant fevers

•  Night sweats

•  Unintended weight loss

•  Lymph nodes feel firm 
    or stuck in place

In children, swollen lymph nodes 
after infection are common.

Lymphadenopathy is when lymph nodes become 

enlarged, sometimes due to infection or cancer.

Lymphocytes

L Y M P H  N O D E  

C R O S S  S E C T I O N

Lymph nodes are found in the neck, 
chest, armpit, and other areas.

Lymph nodes are small, interconnected organs of the immune system 

that filter a fluid called lymph from the body’s tissues. Lymph nodes contain 

white blood cells, called lymphocytes, that help detect and fight infections.

Diagnosis may require a biopsy, where 
a sample of lymph is taken using a small 
needle or when a piece of or the entire 
lymph node is surgically removed.

Concerning symptoms of enlarged lymph nodes include

Fine-needle 
aspiration

See a health care professional if concerned about lymphadenopathy. 

Next steps may include antibiotics, blood tests, or imaging, such as 

computed tomography, to determine the cause of swelling.
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FORMORE INFORMATION

National Library of Medicine

https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/003097.htm

https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/001301.htm

American Cancer Society

https://www.cancer.org/cancer/diagnosis-staging/lymph-nodes-

and-cancer.html
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