
Skin Cancer: Understanding, Prevention, and Treatment

Introduction

Skin cancer is the most common type of cancer in the United States, with various forms
classified as melanomas or non-melanomas. Melanomas, originating in skin cells called
melanocytes, can spread rapidly and are considered the deadliest type. Conversely,
non-melanomas generally develop from other skin cells and are less aggressive, rarely
spreading.

Most cases of skin cancer are caused by exposure to ultraviolet (UV) rays and a history of
childhood sunburns. Detecting skin cancer early increases the chances of a successful cure,
making regular skin checks essential to preventing complications such as disfigurement,
metastasis, and death.

Anatomy of the Skin

The skin, a protective layer covering your body, is composed of three main layers:

1. Epidermis: The outermost layer containing keratinocytes (squamous cells) and
melanocytes, which produce melanin.

2. Dermis: Beneath the epidermis, this layer contains collagen and other elements that
give the skin strength and elasticity, along with hair follicles and glands.

3. Subcutaneous Tissue: The innermost layer containing fat cells that insulate the body
and add fullness to the skin.

Causes of Skin Cancer

Skin cancer results from uncontrolled cell growth, often triggered by UV radiation. Melanomas
grow from mutated melanocytes and can also appear in the eye's iris or retina, spreading rapidly
to other organs. Non-melanomas, like basal and squamous cell carcinomas, grow more slowly
but can still lead to disfigurement if untreated.

Recognizing Symptoms

Skin cancers vary in appearance. Key indicators include:



● Changes in shape, texture, size, or color of moles or new skin growths
● Non-healing sores
● Pain, swelling, itching, or bleeding in affected areas

Melanomas are often found on the back in men and lower legs in women. A helpful method for
detecting suspicious moles is the ABCD guideline:

● Asymmetry: Uneven halves
● Border Irregularity: Ragged or notched edges
● Color: Multiple shades within a mole
● Diameter: Greater than ¼ inch (though melanomas may be smaller)

Actinic keratosis, a rough patch caused by sun exposure, is precancerous and should be
removed by a doctor.

Diagnosing Skin Cancer

If you notice skin changes, consult a doctor who may perform a biopsy (shave, punch,
incisional, or excisional) after numbing the area. A dermapathologist examines the tissue to
determine the cancer type and extent. Skin cancer staging ranges from 0-4, with Stage 4
indicating more serious spread.

Treatment Options

Early-stage skin cancers often have high cure rates. Treatments include:

● Electrodesiccation and Curettage: Removing surface cells and burning the base.
● Excision: Cutting out the tumor with surrounding healthy tissue.
● Cryosurgery: Using liquid nitrogen to freeze and kill cancer cells.
● Mohs Surgery: Removing cancerous cells layer by layer and examining them

microscopically for minimal tissue removal and high cure rates.

For advanced cases, treatments may involve surgery, radiation, chemotherapy, and
immunotherapy.

Prevention Tips



Reducing exposure to risk factors is crucial. The American Cancer Society suggests:

● Regular Exams: Self-check monthly; professional checks annually after age 40 and
every three years for ages 20-40.

● Sun Protection: Use broad-spectrum sunblock with an SPF of 15 or higher and reapply
frequently. Avoid sun exposure between 10 AM and 4 PM.

● Protective Clothing: Wear broad-brimmed hats, UV-rated clothing, and wrap-around
sunglasses.

● Avoid Artificial Tanning: Opt for self-tanning products instead.
● Stop Smoking: Tar in cigarettes is carcinogenic.

Educating children about sun protection is essential, as early sunburns significantly increase
cancer risk.

Risk Factors

Factors that increase the risk of skin cancer include:

● Skin Type: Light-colored skin, eyes, or hair
● Sun Exposure: Extensive outdoor activities or work
● Previous Skin Cancer: History of skin cancer or actinic keratosis
● Health Factors: Immunosuppression, HPV, or exposure to carcinogens
● Age and Genetics: Family history of skin cancer and aging

Complications

Melanoma can spread to organs and is difficult to treat in advanced stages, potentially leading
to death. Squamous and basal cell carcinomas can cause disfigurement or spread to lymph
nodes and internal organs if untreated.

Recent Advancements

Researchers are making strides in skin cancer prevention and treatment:

● Improved Sunscreens: Offering better protection against UVA and UVB rays.
● HPV Link: Identifying connections between HPV and skin cancer, informing prevention

strategies.



● Gene Therapy: Exploring ways to repair sun-damaged genes and develop preventative
or curative gene therapies for skin cancer.

This comprehensive guide provides essential information about skin cancer types, causes,
prevention, diagnosis, treatment, and advancements. It encourages early detection and
proactive prevention for better health outcomes.


