
Understanding Skin Cancer Surgery for Melanoma: Types, Procedure, and Recovery

Melanoma is an aggressive form of skin cancer that develops in the melanocytes, the cells
responsible for producing pigment in the skin. While melanoma is less common than other skin
cancers, it has a higher risk of spreading to other parts of the body, making early detection and
treatment crucial. Surgery is the primary treatment for melanoma and is often effective in
removing cancerous tissue and preventing recurrence. Below, we’ll cover the types of surgery
for melanoma, what to expect during the procedure, and recovery afterward.

Types of Surgery for Melanoma

The type of surgery for melanoma depends on the stage, location, and size of the tumor, as well
as whether it has spread to nearby lymph nodes or other areas. Common surgical approaches
include:

1. Excisional Surgery

● How It Works: Excisional surgery involves removing the melanoma along with a margin
of normal skin around it to ensure all cancerous cells are removed. The margin size
depends on the thickness and stage of the melanoma.

● Ideal For: Early-stage melanomas that are confined to the skin.
● Effectiveness: This is the most common and effective approach for removing small,

localized melanomas.

3. Wide Local Excision

● How It Works: Similar to excisional surgery but with a wider margin, this procedure is
used for melanomas that are larger or have invaded deeper layers of skin. A larger area
of healthy tissue is removed along with the melanoma to reduce the risk of recurrence.

● Ideal For: Melanomas that are thicker or more likely to spread.
● Effectiveness: Wide local excision prevents local recurrence and is commonly used for

higher-risk melanomas.

4. Lymph Node Dissection (Lymphadenectomy)

● How It Works: If a sentinel lymph node biopsy shows melanoma has spread to nearby
lymph nodes, a lymph node dissection may remove additional lymph nodes to prevent
further spread.

● Ideal For: Melanomas that have spread beyond the original tumor site to nearby lymph
nodes.

● Effectiveness: Removing affected lymph nodes can help prevent cancer from spreading
further and provide valuable information about the stage and spread of the disease.



Preparing for Melanoma Surgery

Preparing for melanoma surgery involves a few steps to ensure the best possible outcome:

1. Preoperative Evaluation: Your doctor may order imaging tests, blood work, and a
biopsy to assess the melanoma’s depth and whether it has spread to other areas.

2. Medication Adjustments: If you take blood thinners or certain medications, your doctor
may advise you to stop or adjust them before surgery.

3. Planning for Recovery: Depending on the type of surgery, you may need someone to
accompany you on the day of surgery and assist you at home afterward, especially if you
are having lymph node removal or a larger excision.

The Procedure: What to Expect

The specifics of your surgery will vary depending on the type of procedure. Here’s an overview
of what you can expect:

1. Local or General Anesthesia: Most melanoma surgeries are performed with local
anesthesia, which numbs the area around the tumor. More extensive excisions or lymph
node dissections may require general anesthesia.

2. Excision and Margin Removal: For excisional surgery and wide local excision, the
surgeon will remove the melanoma and a margin of healthy tissue to ensure clear
borders. If Mohs surgery is performed, thin layers are removed and examined until no
cancer cells remain.

3. Lymph Node Removal (if necessary): If melanoma has spread to nearby lymph nodes,
your surgeon may perform a lymph node dissection. This can involve removing one or
more lymph nodes in the affected area.

4. Closure and Dressing: Once the melanoma and margins are removed, the surgeon will
close the incision with stitches or staples and apply a dressing to protect the area.

The procedure time varies but generally takes less than an hour for smaller excisions and up to
several hours for more extensive surgeries like lymph node dissection.

Hospital Stay

Most melanoma surgeries are performed on an outpatient basis, meaning you can go home the
same day. However, if lymph nodes are removed or if the procedure is extensive, a short
hospital stay may be required. Here’s what to expect:

● Postoperative Recovery: After the surgery, you’ll be monitored as the anesthesia
wears off. Nurses will check your vital signs and ensure your comfort.



● Pain Management: Pain is typically minimal and manageable for smaller procedures
with over-the-counter pain relievers. If you have a lymph node dissection, prescription
pain medications may be provided.

● Discharge Instructions: Before going home, you’ll receive instructions on caring for the
surgical site, taking any prescribed medications, and recognizing signs of infection or
complications.

Recovery at Home

Recovery time and experience vary based on the type of surgery and the location of the
melanoma. Here are general guidelines:

1. Rest and Limit Activity: Take it easy for a few days after surgery, especially if you had
a larger excision or lymph node removal. Avoid strenuous activities until cleared by your
doctor.

2. Pain Management: Some pain or discomfort is normal, particularly around the incision
area. Over-the-counter pain relievers or prescribed medications can help.

3. Wound Care and Dressing Changes: Keep the area clean and dry. Follow your
doctor’s instructions for changing dressings and caring for the incision site to prevent
infection.

4. Watch for Swelling or Lymphedema: If lymph nodes were removed, you may be at risk
for lymphedema (swelling due to lymph fluid buildup). To prevent swelling, follow your
doctor’s advice for exercises, elevation, or compression garments.

5. Emotional Support: A melanoma diagnosis and surgery can be emotionally
challenging. Consider joining a support group or speaking with a counselor to help cope
with any anxiety or concerns.

Follow-up and Additional Treatments

After surgery, follow-up visits are essential to monitor healing and check for any signs of
recurrence. In some cases, additional treatments may be recommended:

● Immunotherapy or Targeted Therapy: If melanoma is advanced or has spread, your
doctor may recommend therapies that target melanoma cells or enhance your immune
system’s response.

● Radiation Therapy: Radiation may be used in certain cases to target any remaining
melanoma cells after surgery.

● Regular Skin Checks: Your doctor will likely recommend regular skin exams to monitor
for new or recurring melanoma, as well as follow-ups to check lymph nodes if they were
involved.



Potential Risks and Complications

While melanoma surgery is generally safe, some risks and complications may include:

● Infection: Clean the surgical site and follow wound care instructions to minimize
infection risk.

● Bleeding or Hematoma: Some bleeding or bruising is common, but significant or
prolonged bleeding should be reported to your doctor.

● Scarring: Scarring is a normal part of healing and varies based on the location and size
of the excision.

● Lymphedema: If lymph nodes are removed, swelling due to lymph fluid buildup may
occur. Physical therapy, compression garments, or exercises can help manage this
condition.

When to Contact Your Doctor

Contact your healthcare provider if you experience any of the following symptoms after
melanoma surgery:

● Persistent or severe pain
● Fever over 100.4°F (38°C)
● Increased redness, swelling, or discharge from the incision site
● Signs of infection, such as warmth or pus at the incision
● Any unusual symptoms or concerns

Conclusion

Surgery is the primary treatment for melanoma, and understanding what to expect can help you
feel more prepared and comfortable. With early detection, surgical removal of melanoma is
often successful, and additional treatments can help if melanoma has spread. Following your
doctor’s instructions and attending follow-up visits can help ensure a smooth recovery and
reduce your risk of recurrence. Regular skin exams and monitoring for any new or unusual
moles are important steps in staying proactive about your health.


