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What Is a Lipoma?

A lipoma is a deposit of fatty material that grows slowly under 
the skin, between the skin and muscle layer. They occur most 
often on the neck, back, shoulders, arms, and thighs; they may 
also grow in other parts of the body such as the intestine. Lipo-
mas are harmless. They are not cancerous and are the most 
common benign tumors in adults. Lipomas can affect both 
sexes and all ages, but are more common in middle-aged 
women than other people.

What Causes a Lipoma?

The cause is unknown. Lipomas tend to be more common in 
certain families, so hereditary factors may be involved in their 
development.

What Are the Symptoms of a Lipoma?

A lipoma usually starts as a painless, round, soft bump under 
the skin. People may not know that they have a lipoma. Most 
feel a bit doughy or rubbery, but they range in fi rmness from 
soft to hard. They can usually be moved around easily. More 
than one may be present. They can be painful if they press 
on nerves or if they have many blood vessels inside them. They 
vary in size but are rarely larger than 3 inches across. They 
occur most often on the forearms, legs, torso, and neck area. 
Lipomas can occur in other parts of the body, such as the lungs, 
intestines, and breasts, and their symptoms depend on the 
location.

How Is a Lipoma Diagnosed?

The doctor will suspect the diagnosis from a physical examina-
tion. However, the diagnosis can be confi rmed only by a biopsy. 
In a biopsy, the doctor removes a piece of the tissue and looks 
at it with a microscope.

MANAGING YOUR
LIPOMA
Lipomas are deposits of fatty material that
grow slowly under the skin, between skin
and muscle. They occur on the neck, back,
shoulders, arms, and thighs. They are
harmless. They aren’t cancerous and
are the most common benign
tumors in adults. They can affect
both sexes and all ages, but are
more common in middle-aged
women than other people. 

The cause is unknown.
They tend to be more
common in certain
families, so hereditary
factors may be involved
in their development. 

A lipoma usually starts as a painless, round, soft bump under the skin.
Most feel doughy or rubbery and can usually be moved easily. They are
usually asymptomatic but can be painful if they press on nerves. 

Your doctor will make a
diagnosis by examining you
and doing a biopsy. 
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FOR MORE INFORMATION
Contact the following sources:

• American Academy of Dermatology
Tel: (847) 330-9239, (866) 503-7546
Website: http://www.aad.org

• American College of Surgeons
Tel: (312) 202-5000
Website: http://www.facs.org

How Is a Lipoma Treated?

Lipomas are harmless lumps that usually don’t need any treat-
ment. Lipomas that bother people because of cosmetic reasons 
or because they are extremely large are usually removed by 
surgery. Lipomas don’t usually recur after surgery. They can 
also be removed by liposuction, but liposuction often cannot 
remove the whole lipoma. 

Lipomas are harmless, but the doctor should make sure that 
the lump isn’t another kind of lump such as a cyst, abscess, 
or liposarcoma. Liposarcomas are cancers that grow in fatty 
tissues. However, they grow quickly (instead of slowly, like 
lipomas), don’t easily move under the skin, and can be painful.

DOs and DON’Ts in Managing a Lipoma:

✔  DO have any lump that may appear on your body 
checked. Lipomas are harmless, but other lumps may 
be more serious and may need treatment.

✔  DO call your doctor if you see a signifi cant increase 
in the size, such as doubling, of your lipoma in a 12-month 
period. Because lipomas grow slowly, the size increase 
could be a sign of another problem.

✔  DO call your doctor if you see redness or swelling and 
warmth at the site of surgery for the lipoma.

✔  DO  call your doctor if the lipoma becomes painful.

DON’T  ignore lumps that you fi nd on your body. Have 
your doctor check them.

MANAGING YOUR  LIPOMA

Have a doctor check any lump that may appear on your body. Lipomas are
harmless, but other lumps may be more serious, such as liposarcomas, and
may need treatment. 

Call your doctor if you see a significant
increase in the size, such as doubling,
of your lipoma in a 12-month period.
Because lipomas grow slowly, the size
increase could be a sign of another
 problem. 

Lipomas are harmless lumps that don’t need treatment. Lipomas that are
bothersome for cosmetic reasons or because they’re very large are usually
removed by surgery or liposuction. Liposuction often cannot remove the
whole lipoma. 
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