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Overview of Melanoma 
 

What is melanoma? 

Melanoma is a cancer that starts in melanocytes. These are the cells that give skin its color by producing melanin. The more 

melanin in your skin, the darker it appears. Melanin helps protect your skin from UV radiation, which is produced by the sun.  

Melanoma can spread to other parts of the body if not found and treated early. Once melanoma cells reach vital organs and 

grow, they’re hard to treat and much less likely to be cured. Melanoma may start on the skin without warning. It may also start 

in or near a mole or other dark spot in the skin. That’s why it’s important to know the color, size, and location of the moles on 

your body, so you’ll notice any changes that may take place. 

What causes melanoma? 

Ultraviolet (UV) rays are a major risk factor for melanoma. Most UV rays come from the sun, but they can also come from 

artificial sources, such as tanning booths. UV rays can damage DNA (genes) in your cells, and this damage sometimes leads to 

cells becoming cancerous and forming melanomas.  

Sometimes UV exposure and cell damage can lead to the start of cancer within a few years. But it’s often many years before 

the damage causes problems. Children and young adults often get a lot of intense sun exposure that may not lead to cancer 

until they are much older. 

Melanoma also runs in some families. In those families, gene changes that increase the risk of melanoma are passed from one 

generation to the next. 

Who is likely to develop melanoma? 

Risk factors are anything that increases the chance you’ll develop a certain disease. Some you can change (called modifiable 

risk factors) and some you can’t (called non-modifiable risk factors). Some risk factors for developing melanoma include 

Fair skin, light-colored hair, or blue or green eyes. If you have skin that burns or freckles easily, you’re less protected 

from the sun and therefore are more likely to develop skin cancer. It’s important to note however that people of all 

races and ethnicities can get skin cancer. 

Lots of moles. Melanoma commonly develops around moles, and so the more moles you have, the higher your risk of 

developing melanoma. It’s important to note however that most moles are harmless.  

Family history of skin cancer or melanoma. If you have a first-degree relative (parent, sibling, or child) who has had skin 

cancer or melanoma in the past, you are more likely to develop melanoma.  

Previous diagnosis of melanoma. If you’ve had melanoma in the past, you’re at a higher risk of developing it again. 

Weakened immune system. People who have weakened immune systems are more likely to develop many types of skin 

cancer, including melanoma.  

Being older and male. Men are more likely to develop melanoma after age 50. However, before age 50 the risk is higher 

in women. 

Is there any way to prevent melanoma? 

When you’re outside, you can protect your skin by limiting your time in intense sunlight. Seek shade when the sun is high 

in the sky. Wear protective clothing, sunglasses, and a hat. Use a broad-spectrum sunscreen with a sun protection factor 

(SPF) of 30 or higher. Remember, sunscreen doesn’t provide total protection from UV rays, but it helps. For the best effect, 

you need to put on sunscreen before you go outside and reapply about every 2 hours, or after swimming or sweating a lot. 
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Finding Melanomas: Self Skin Cancer Screening  

Anyone can get skin cancer, regardless of skin color. When caught early, skin cancer can be treated and potentially cured. 

Melanoma is the deadliest type of skin cancer, and so it’s especially important that it be caught early. Luckily, you can screen 

yourself for skin cancer at home following the steps below. All you’ll need are a large mirror and a handheld mirror. 

Face the mirror 

Check your face, 

ears, neck, chest, 

and belly. Use a 

comb or hair dryer 

to part your hair so 

that you can check 

your scalp.  

Sit down  

Check the front of 

your thighs, shins, 

the tops of your feet, 

between your toes, 

and your toenails.  

Stand up 

Use the hand mirror 

to check your 

buttocks, genital 

area, lower and 

upper back, and the 

back of your neck 

and ears.  

Check the 

underarm areas, 

both sides of your 

arms, the tops and 

palms of your 

hands, between 

your fingers, and 

your nails.  

Use a hand mirror to 

look at the bottom of 

your feet, your 

calves, and the backs 

of your thighs.  

 

It’s recommended that you check your skin at least once a month. See your doctor if you find anything new or different. 

What should you look for when you check your skin?  

Here’s the ABCDEs of melanoma: 

Asymmetry. One half of the mole does not match the other half. 

Border. Normal moles are round or oval and have sharply defined borders. The borders of a melanoma may be uneven, 

blurred, or notched.  

Color. Moles are usually one colors throughout. Melanomas may have many colors or an irregular pattern of colors. 

Diameter. Melanomas are normally larger than 6mm in diameter, or larger than a pencil eraser. You can also use the 

guide below. 

Evolving. A mole or skin lesion that looks different from the rest of is changing in size, shape, or color.  


