
What is ovarian cancer?

The ovaries are a pair of organs that produce eggs. They also produce hormones that, among many
other things, affect breast growth, body shape, and the menstrual cycle.

Ovarian cancer happens when abnormal cells in or around the ovary, or fallopian tube, grow
uncontrollably. Eventually, they might grow into a mass, known as a tumour, and spread to other
areas of the body.1

Ovarian cancers account for just over 1% of all cancers. About 90% of ovarian cancers start in cells
that cover the surface of the ovaries (also known as the “epithelium”).2 Other types can also be
formed from egg cells or connective tissue cells.3,4

Unlike cervical or breast cancers, there is no standard test to detect ovarian cancer.5 This means
only 16% of ovarian cancers are found at an early stage – over half (58%) of cases are only found
after the cancer has “metastasised” meaning it has spread to another part of the body.2  

Ovarian cancer is more likely to affect people over 45, with the risk being highest in their late 70s.
There is no specific cause of the disease, but there are some factors that increase the risk of
developing it. Ovarian cancer is slightly more common in smokers and in people who have never
given birth, but there is no one lifestyle choice that can be identified.6

Instead, it seems some risk of cancer is built into your genes. Inherited ovarian cancer may be



caused by mutations in the BRCA 1 and BRCA 2 genes. These genes play an important role in
fixing errors in your DNA – you can think of them like scanners for the orders that control how your
cells behave. Whenever your cells multiply, the BRCA scanners have to check that the DNA was
copied correctly. Most of the time mistakes in the copied DNA get caught and deleted before
anything goes wrong, but if the scanner misses enough important mistakes, then the cell can
become cancerous.7

There is also a significantly increased risk of ovarian cancer in people who have rare genetic
conditions, such as Lynch syndrome, which is caused by mutations in the MLH1 or MSH2 genes.8

Anyone with a family history of breast, ovarian, prostate or pancreatic cancer, particularly if those
family members had BRCA mutations, will have a higher risk of developing the disease. The
presence of a BRCA mutation increases the lifetime risk of ovarian cancer from around 1% to as
high as 44% depending on which variant is inherited.9 If you’re concerned for yourself, or another
member of your family, we recommend speaking to your doctor about genetic testing and genetic
counselling. For more information about BRCA and genetic testing please see our article here.

Types of Ovarian cancer
Ovarian tumours can be divided into three major groups, within which there are several different
types: some growths on the ovaries are not cancerous and will not cause harm. Others are
malignant and are clearly defined as cancer. Finally, there are borderline tumours that appear
cancerous but are growing very slowly and can often be removed with surgery.10 The type of cancer
determines how doctors treat it. The majority of ovarian cancers (around 90%) grow from the cells
lining the ovary or fallopian tubes (“epithelial cells”). About 5% of ovarian cancers grow from the
eggs (“germ cells”) themselves; these are most common in people in their early 20s. The remaining
cancers grow from the unique connective tissue found in the ovaries (“stromal cells”) and can be
found at any age, but mostly are found in people in their 50s.11

Stages and grades of Ovarian cancer

Other important factors for making treatment decisions are:

the stage, which the healthcare team uses to define how far the cancer has spread
the grade, which describes how much different in appearance the cancer cells are from
healthy cells12

Stage

https://ovarian.gynecancer.org/en/pathway-detail/gene-testing#content


Grade

High-grade tumours look nothing like normal healthy cells and show aggressive behaviour, rapidly
dividing, often spreading beyond the ovary, but most often are highly sensitive to
chemotherapy.12,13 Cells in low-grade tumours appear more like healthy ovarian cells. They divide
and spread more slowly, making the course of the disease less dangerous in most cases.14

For more information about cancer staging read our article here.

https://ovarian.gynecancer.org/en/pathway-detail/chemotherapy#content
https://ovarian.gynecancer.org/en/pathway-detail/cancer-staging#content
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