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MELANOMA 
 
What is melanoma? 
Melanoma is a disease in which malignant (cancer) cells form in the skin 
cells called melanocytes (cells that color the skin). 
 
Melanocytes are found throughout the lower part of the epidermis. They 
produce melanin, the pigment that gives skin its natural color. When skin is 
exposed to the sun, melanocytes produce more pigment, causing the skin 
to tan, or darken.  
 
The skin is the body’s largest organ. It protects against heat, sunlight, 
injury, and infection. The skin has 2 main layers: the epidermis (upper or 
outer layer) and the dermis (lower or inner layer).  
 
When melanoma starts in the skin, the disease is called cutaneous 
melanoma  
 
Stages: 
Once melanoma is found, more tests will be done to find out if cancer cells 
have spread to other parts of the body. This testing is called staging. A 
doctor needs to know the stage of the disease to plan treatment. 
 
Stage 0: Abnormal cells are found only in the outer layer of skin and have 
not invaded deeper tissue.  
Stage I: Cancer is found in the outer layer of the skin (epidermis) and/or the 
upper part of the inner layer of skin (dermis), but it has not spread to 
nearby lymph nodes. The tumor is less than 1.5 millimeters (1/16 of an 
inch) thick.  
Stage II: The tumor is larger than 1.5 millimeters. It has spread to the lower 
part of the inner layer of skin (dermis), but not into the tissue below the skin 
or into nearby lymph nodes.  
Stage III: The tumor has spread to the body tissue below the skin and to 
nearby lymph nodes.  
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Stage IV: The tumor has spread to other organs, or to lymph nodes far 
away from the original tumor.  
 
Treatment: 
The treatment options depend on many variables that include 

• The stage of the cancer.  
• Where the tumor is located 
• Whether the patient has human immunodeficiency virus (HIV).  
• Whether cancer remains after initial treatment or has come back 

(recurred).  
 
A combination of radiation therapy, chemotherapy, biologic therapy, and/or 
surgery may be used in the treatment of melanoma depending on many 
factors. 
 
Surgery  
Sugery to remove the tumor is the primary treatment of all stages of 
melanoma. The doctor may remove the tumor using the following 
operations:  
• Local excision:: Taking out the melanoma and some of the normal tissue 

around it.  
• Wide local excision:  Taking out the melanoma with or without removal 

of lymph nodes.  
• Lymphadenectomy: A surgical procedure in which the lymph nodes are 

removed and examined to see whether they contain cancer.  
• Sentinel lymph node biopsy: The removal of the sentinel lymph node 

(the first lymph node the cancer is likely to spread to from the tumor) 
during surgery. A radioactive substance and/or blue dye is injected near 
the tumor. The substance or dye flows through the lymph ducts to the 
lymph nodes. The first lymph node to receive the substance or dye is 
removed for biopsy. A pathologist views the tissue under a microscope 
to look for cancer cells. If cancer cells are not found, it may not be 
necessary to remove more lymph nodes.  

• 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. 

 
Even if the doctor removes all the melanoma that can be seen at the time 
of the operation, some patients may be offered chemotherapy after surgery 
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to kill any cancer cells that are left. Chemotherapy given after surgery, to 
increase the chances of a cure, is called adjuvant therapy. 
 
Chemotherapy  
Chemotherapy is a cancer treatment that uses drugs to stop the growth of 
cancer cells, either by killing the cells or by stopping the cells from dividing. 
When chemotherapy is taken by mouth or injected into a vein or muscle, 
the drugs enter the bloodstream and can reach cancer cells throughout the 
body (systemic chemotherapy). When chemotherapy is placed directly into 
the spinal column, an organ, or a body cavity such as the abdomen, the 
drugs mainly affect cancer cells in those areas (regional chemotherapy). 
The way the chemotherapy is given depends on the type and stage of the 
cancer being treated. 
 
Radiation therapy  
Radiation therapy is a cancer treatment that uses high-energy x-rays or 
other types of radiation to kill cancer cells. There are two types of radiation 
therapy. External radiation therapy uses a machine outside the body to 
send radiation toward the cancer. Internal radiation therapy uses a 
radioactive substance sealed in needles, seeds, wires, or catheters that are 
placed directly into or near the cancer. The way the radiation therapy is 
given depends on the type and stage of the cancer being treated. 
 
Biologic therapy 
Biologic therapy is a treatment that uses the patient’s immune system to 
fight cancer. Substances made by the body or made in a laboratory are 
used to boost, direct, or restore the body’s natural defenses against cancer. 
This type of cancer treatment is also called biotherapy or immunotherapy.  
 
 
Clinical Trials 
Carefully conducted clinical trials are the fastest and safest way to find 
treatments that work in people and ways to improve health. Participants in 
clinical trials can play a more active role in their own health care, gain 
access to new research treatments before they are widely available, and 
help others by contributing to medical research. 
 
Clinical trials in cancer can test new anticancer drugs, new drug 
combinations, and new ways of giving treatment.  
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Websites: 
www.melanoma.com 
www.melanoma.org 
www.cancer.gov 
www.cancer.org 
 

http://www.melanoma.com/
http://www.melanoma.org/
http://www.cancer.gov/
http://www.cancer.org/
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