Cancer Health

Types of Cancer

Melanoma

What is melanoma?

Cancer develops when cells grow out of control. Melanoma is a cancer that starts in melanocytes,
or pigment-producing cells, usually in the skin. It is less common than other types of skin cancer
but is more aggressive and more likely to spread. (See separate Basic about other types of skin
cancer.)

Melanoma may develop anywhere on the body, often the chest, back, arms, legs, neck or face.
Less, often, melanoma may affect the eyes (ocular or uveal melanoma), mouth or genitals. Acral
melanoma, which starts on the palms of the hands or soles of the feet, is rare form more likely to
occur among people with darker skin. If left untreated, melanoma can spread to other parts of the
body, including the lymph nodes, lungs and brain, a process known as metastasis.

Who gets melanoma?

Around 100,000 people are diagnosed with melanoma and around 7,500 people die from it
annually, according to the American Cancer Society. Although melanoma accounts for only about
2% of all skin cancers, it is the most common cause of skin cancer death. Melanoma rates have
been rising over the past few decades.

Melanoma is more common in men than in women, but before age 50 the rates are higher among
women. The risk increases with age—the average age at diagnosis is 65—but it is also one of the
most common cancers in young adults. White people are about 20 times more likely than African
Americans to develop melanoma, but people with dark skin can get it as well.

What are the risk factors for melanoma?

The main risk factor for skin cancer is exposure to ultraviolet (UV) radiation from the sun or
tanning beds. People who spend a lot of time outdoors and individuals with blond or red hair and
pale skin are at greatest risk. Blistering sunburns at a young age increase the lifetime risk of
melanoma. Avoiding the sun, wearing a hat and clothes that cover the skin and using sunscreen
can reduce the likelihood of developing melanoma. However, melanoma can also develop on
mucosal surfaces that get little or no sun exposure.

People with certain types of abnormal or atypical moles are more likely to develop melanoma, but
most moles do not become cancerous. Other risk factors include a family history of melanoma and
having a weakened immune system.
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What are the symptoms of melanoma?

The most common sign of melanoma is an unusual mole or dark spot on the skin, but most moles
are not cancer. New or changing moles should be reported to your doctor. Look for moles that
have these characteristics:

e A: asymmetrical moles

e B: moles with irreqular or ragged borders

e C: moles that contain different colors

e D: moles that are more than a quarter inch in diameter

» E: moles that are evolving, or changing in size, shape or appearance

Other warning signs of melanoma include redness or swelling around a mole, 0ozing or bleeding
moles, pain or itching and sores that don’t heal.

How is melanoma diagnosed?

Early detection and treatment of melanoma increases the likelihood of long-term survival. Regular
self-examination of the skin can find abnormalities that might be cancerous. Be sure to include
your scalp, ears and back. Report new or unusual spots or sores to your health care provider—a
doctor or nurse can often distinguish between those that are benign, or harmless, and those that
are malignant, or cancerous.

The process of diagnosis starts with a physical exam and medical history, including family history
and how long symptoms have been present. Your doctor will examine suspicious areas of the skin
and may feel for enlarged lymph nodes. You may be referred to a dermatologist, or skin specialist,
for further examination. A sample of abnormal tissue (a biopsy) may be collected to examine in a
laboratory.

Imaging tests including X-rays, computed tomography (CT), positron emission tomography (PET)
or magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) may be done to see how much the cancer has spread. A
blood test for biomarkers may also indicate metastasis. Genetic testing may be done to provide
more information about the cancer’s charcteristics and how best to treat it.

How is melanoma treated?

Treatment for melanoma depends on how advanced it is when detected and whether it has spread
to nearby lymph nodes or other parts of the body.

Surgery: Small and localized melanomas can often be surgically removed, a process known as
resection. Nearby lymph nodes may also be removed and tested for cancer cells.

Radiation: Radiation may be used to kill cancer cells that remain after surgery or to shrink tumors



that cannot be surgically removed. Sometimes radiation can help relieve symptoms of melanoma
that has spread to the bones or brain. It is often used in conjunction with other forms of treatment.

Chemotherapy: Traditional cytotoxic chemotherapy works by killing fast-growing cells, including
cancer cells. It can also destroy rapidly dividing healthy cells, such as those in the gut or hair
follicles, leading to side effects like nausea and hair loss. Chemotherapy does not work as well for
melanoma as it does for some other types of cancer.

Targeted therapy: Targeted drugs work against cancers with specific characteristics. For example,
they may interfere with signaling pathways that regulate cell growth. Melanoma often has
mutations in a gene known as BRAF that make it susceptible to targeted therapies.

Immunotherapy: This type of treatment helps the immune system fight cancer. Melanoma has
more mutations than many other types of cancer and responds better to immune-based
treatment. Drugs known as checkpoint inhibitors can unleash T cells to recognize and destroy
cancer cells. Four checkpoint inhibitors are approved to treat inoperable or metastatic melanoma.
A new type of drug known as a bispecific T-engager is approved for uveal melanoma.

Click here for a list of approved medications used to treat melanoma.
For more information on melanoma, see the following resources:

American Cancer Society: Melanoma Skin Cancer

National Cancer Institute: Skin Cancer (Including Melanoma)

Melanoma Research Alliance
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