
Skin Cancer: Melanoma

Melanoma is recognized as the deadliest form of skin cancer, occurring when melanocytes—the
pigment-producing cells in the skin—grow abnormally and out of control. Exposure to ultraviolet
(UV) radiation, especially from the sun and tanning beds, significantly contributes to melanoma
development. Furthermore, research indicates that some individuals may inherit genes
predisposing them to this aggressive cancer. Early detection is critical, as untreated melanomas
can rapidly spread throughout the body, leading to life-threatening complications and death.
Here, we’ll explore melanoma’s anatomy, causes, symptoms, diagnosis, and treatment options.

Causes of Melanoma

Melanoma develops when melanocytes grow abnormally and uncontrollably, forming malignant
cells. Although the exact cause varies, a major contributing factor is UV radiation exposure,
which damages the DNA within skin cells. This damage is cumulative over time, so a history of
severe childhood sunburns or frequent UV exposure, even from tanning beds, increases
melanoma risk. In addition, some individuals may inherit genetic mutations predisposing them to
melanoma.

Who is at Risk for Melanoma?

Melanoma can affect people of any age, but certain factors increase the risk, including:

1. Fair Skin: Individuals with lighter skin, especially those with red or blonde hair and blue
or green eyes, have less melanin to protect against UV damage.

2. Sun Exposure: People who spend long periods in the sun without protection or use
tanning beds are at a higher risk.

3. History of Sunburns: Even a severe, blistering sunburn in childhood can significantly
raise the risk of melanoma later in life.

4. Moles: Many moles or atypical (irregular) moles can increase the risk.
5. Family History: A family history of melanoma or other skin cancers can indicate a

genetic susceptibility.
6. Age and Gender: Although melanoma can affect all age groups, it is more common in

older adults and more frequently diagnosed in men than women in certain age groups.

Symptoms of Melanoma

Melanoma may arise on the skin, in existing moles, or in the colored areas of the eyes (iris or
retina). Key signs include:

● Changes in Moles: Look for changes in the shape, size, or color of existing moles.
● Physical Symptoms: Cancerous areas may become painful, itchy, swollen, or bleed.



Melanoma most commonly develops on the back in men and the lower legs in women. A useful
self-examination method is the ABCD Rule:

● A - Asymmetry: One half of the mole doesn’t match the other.
● B - Border: Edges are uneven or irregular.
● C - Color: Variations in color, including shades of brown, black, red, blue, or white.
● D - Diameter: Larger than ¼ inch (about the size of a pencil eraser), though smaller

melanomas can still be dangerous.

Actinic Keratosis is a related condition marked by rough, dry patches from sun exposure. It is
often a precursor to melanoma. If present, these lesions should be examined and potentially
removed by a doctor.

Diagnosing Melanoma

If you observe changes in moles or skin lesions, contact your doctor, who may perform a skin
exam and biopsy. There are several biopsy types:

● Punch Biopsy: A round tool extracts a small tissue plug from all skin layers.
● Incisional or Excisional Biopsy: Removes part or all of the suspicious areas.

Melanoma is staged from 0 to 4, with Stage 4 indicating a more advanced spread. If metastasis
(spread) is suspected, additional imaging and tests may be ordered to identify cancer presence
in lymph nodes, lungs, or other organs.

Treatment of Melanoma

Early-detected, shallow melanomas have high cure rates, often treated effectively through
surgical removal. Treatment varies depending on the cancer’s size, location, and stage:

● Surgical Excision: Small tumors and a margin of healthy tissue are excised.
● Sampling of local lymph nodes may also be performed through a sentinel lymph

node biopsy

For advanced melanoma, where cancer has spread, additional treatments may be necessary:

● Radiation Therapy: Used to target melanoma cells in other areas.
● Chemotherapy: Although less common for melanoma, it may be an option in certain

cases.
● Immunotherapy: Boosts the immune system to fight melanoma.
● Targeted Therapy: Used for melanomas with specific genetic mutations, such as BRAF

mutations.



Follow-Up and Long-Term Care

After treatment, regular follow-ups are essential due to the risk of melanoma recurrence, even
years later. Deeper cancers are more likely to return, so vigilance with skin checks and doctor’s
appointments is critical. Advanced melanoma has a high chance of spreading to bones and
organs, such as the lungs, liver, and brain, complicating treatment and heightening the risk of
death.

The Importance of Prevention

Protecting your skin is vital to melanoma prevention. Here are a few recommendations:

● Use Sunscreen: Choose a broad-spectrum SPF 30 or higher and reapply every two
hours.

● Protective Clothing: Wear hats, long sleeves, and sunglasses to reduce UV exposure.
● Avoid Tanning Beds: Artificial UV light poses significant melanoma risks.
● Regular Skin Checks: Examine your skin monthly and consult a doctor for any

changes.

Conclusion

Melanoma is an aggressive, fast-growing cancer that can be deadly if untreated. While genetics
may play a role, UV radiation exposure is a primary cause. Early detection and treatment are
crucial for survival, especially as melanomas are often curable when identified early. Through
prevention strategies and regular skin examinations, individuals can greatly reduce their
melanoma risk and detect it early if it arises. Stay vigilant with skin checks, follow recommended
protection measures, and consult a healthcare provider for regular examinations.


