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MELANOMA 
Information and pictures from National Cancer Institute unless otherwise specified

Description 

Melanoma is a disease in which malignant (cancer) cells form in melanocytes (cells that color the 
skin). 

The skin is the body’s largest organ. It protects against heat, sunlight, injury, and infection. Skin 
also helps control body temperature and stores water, fat, and vitamin D. The skin has several 
layers, but the two main layers are the epidermis (upper or outer layer) and the dermis (lower or 
inner layer). 

Skin cancer begins in the epidermis, which is made up of three kinds of cells: 

• Squamous cells: Thin, flat cells that form the top layer of the epidermis.

• Basal cells: Round cells under the squamous cells.

• Melanocytes: Cells that make melanin and are found in the lower part of the epidermis.
o Melanin is the pigment that gives skin its natural color. When skin is exposed to

the sun or artificial light, melanocytes make more pigment and cause the skin to
darken.

There are different types of cancer that start in the skin. There are two forms of skin cancer: 
melanoma and nonmelanoma. 

• Melanoma is a rare form of skin cancer. It is more likely to invade nearby tissues and
spread to other parts of the body than other types of skin cancer. When melanoma
starts in the skin, it is called cutaneous melanoma. Melanoma may also occur in mucous
membranes (thin, moist layers of tissue that cover surfaces such as the lips). This PDQ
summary is about cutaneous (skin) melanoma and melanoma that affects the mucous
membranes.

• Nonmelanoma: The most common types of skin cancer are basal cell carcinoma and
squamous cell carcinoma. They are nonmelanoma skin cancers. Nonmelanoma skin
cancers rarely spread to other parts of the body.

Melanoma can occur anywhere on the skin. 

• In men, melanoma is often found on the trunk (the area from the shoulders to the hips)
or the head and neck.

• In women, melanoma forms most often on the arms and legs.

• When melanoma occurs in the eye, it is called intraocular or ocular melanoma.
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Risk Factors 

• Ultraviolet (UV) light exposure

• Fair / Light Skin

• Moles

• Family history of melanoma

• Personal history of melanoma or other skin cancers

• Weakened Immune system

• Older

• Males

Treatment 

Radiation therapy 
Targeted therapy 
Chemotherapy 
Immunotherapy 

Vaccine therapy 

• Vaccine therapy uses a substance or group of substances meant to cause the immune
system to respond to a tumor and kill it.

• Vaccine therapy is being studied in the treatment of stage III melanoma that can be
removed by surgery.

Surgery 

• Surgery to remove the tumor is the primary treatment of all stages of melanoma. A
wide  local excision is used to remove the melanoma and some of the normal tissue
around it.

• Skin grafting (taking skin from another part of the body to replace the skin that is
removed) may be done to cover the wound caused by surgery.

• After the doctor removes all the melanoma that can be seen at the time of the surgery,
some patients may be given chemotherapy  after surgery to kill any cancer cells that
are  left.

• Surgery to remove cancer that has spread to the lymph nodes, lung, gastrointestinal
(GI) tract, bone, or brain may be done to improve the patient’s quality of life by
controlling symptoms.

Lymph nodes/ lymphadenectomy 
It is important to know whether cancer has spread to the lymph nodes. 

• Lymph node mapping and sentinel lymph node biopsy are done to check for cancer in
the sentinel lymph node during surgery (see sentinel and axillary lymph node dissection
in Breast Cancer section)

• A pathologist views the tissue under a microscope to look for cancer cells. If cancer
cells are found, more  lymph nodes will be removed and tissue samples will be checked
for signs of cancer. This is called a lymphadenectomy.

Possible Side 
Effects 

• Vitiligo (loss of pigment)

• Skin rash

• Lymphedema

• Thyroid issues

• Colitis

• Itching

• Joint pain
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