
Malignant melanoma



What is malignant melanoma? 
Malignant melanoma is a type of skin cancer that develops in cells called 
melanocytes, that lie in the lower part of the epidermis (outer layer of skin). 
These cells produce melanin (pigment), a substance that gives the skin its 
colour. A number of melanocytes may group together and appear on the skin 
surface as a mole, beauty spot or naevus. These are usually benign (harmless). 
However, malignant melanomas often appear as new or changing moles that 
may spread. This may be caused by direct contact with the sun. 
 
How is malignant melanoma treated? 
If the melanoma is treated in its early stages it can be cured. It is removed 
surgically using local anaesthetic and then examined in the laboratory under a 
microscope, which will give important details about your melanoma. Usually a 
larger area of skin is removed, to make sure that no malignant (spreading) cells 
have been left behind. The examination of the melanoma will show if any 
further treatment is needed. This will depend upon the thickness and spread of 
the melanoma.  
 
What can I do to prevent malignant melanoma? 
Sunbathing increases the risk of malignant melanoma. Therefore, avoid long 
periods in the sun, and particularly avoid sunburn ie: 

•    keep out of the midday sun (11am – 3pm) 

•    try to stay in the shade 

•    wear loose cotton clothing, such as T-shirts with long sleeves 

•    wear trousers not shorts 

•    wear a wide-brimmed hat 

•    use 100% UV protection sunglasses 

•    use plenty of high protection sunscreen (factor 30+) 

•    apply sunscreen at least every two hours, and especially after swimming 

•    avoid the use of sunbeds, as these can play a part in the development of 
skin cancers. 

 



Early diagnosis of malignant melanoma 
Fair skinned people are most at risk of developing malignant melanoma. You 
are also at greater risk if you have a family history of malignant melanoma. In 
men, the most common place for melanomas to appear is on their back. In 
women, the most common place for them to appear is on their legs. We would 
advise that you check for moles every two to three months. If new moles 
suddenly appear, or any existing moles change, see your doctor straight away. 
 
Things to look for are changes in: 

•    size 

•    shape, particularly around the edge of the mole 

•    colour 

•    the surface of the mole ie crusting, bleeding, oozing 

•    feeling ie tenderness or itchiness 

•    the surrounding skin ie redness. 
 
Follow up care after treatment 
Following the diagnosis and treatment of a malignant melanoma, you will be 
offered regular check-ups.The check-ups will be every 3–4 months for the first 
year and patients with a five year follow up will gradually have these reduced 
in frequency. During the check-ups, the doctor will show you how to feel for 
enlarged lymph nodes (glands). You will then be asked to check these regularly 
yourself between outpatient appointments. 
 
Mole photography 
If you have lots of moles it may be difficult to monitor these. Your doctor may 
recommend medical photographs to monitor these more accurately. 
 
Contact us 
If you have any questions or need further information, please contact your skin 
cancer nurse specialist: 
 
01872 252859 
Mon-Fri 9am - 4pm 
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Further help and information  
Macmillan Cancer Support 
A UK-wide charity which supports people living with cancer. Together with 
CancerBACUP they can provide useful information and resources, as well  
as discussion forums. They will also provide grants for people with cancer  
in financial need. Your skin cancer specialist nurse can apply for grants on  
your behalf.  
 
Call free on 0808 8080000 Mon-Fri 9am-8pm. 
www.macmillan.org.uk 
 
MARCS Line Resource Centre 
Melanoma and related cancers of the skin 
Tel: 01722 415071 
 
MARC’s Line 
Dermatology Day Treatment Centre 
Salisbury District Hospital 
Salisbury SP2 8BT 

If you would like this leaflet in large print, braille, audio version  
or in another language, please contact the General Office on  
01872 252690
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