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Skin cancer is the most common
type of cancer. Fortunately,

many types of skin cancer are easy
to cure.

Most skin cancer is caused by sun
damage. Ninety percent of skin
problems occur on the face, neck,
and arms, where sun exposure is
greatest. Light-skinned, blue-eyed
people are more likely to develop
skin cancer. Dark-skinned people
have less risk.

Most skin cancers are generally
slow growing, easy to recognize,
and easy to treat in a physician’s
office. A small percentage of skin
cancers are more serious. 

Skin cancers of the non-melanoma
type (basal cell and squamous cell
cancers) tend to develop in sun-
exposed areas. They differ from
noncancerous growths in several
important ways. For example, they
tend to bleed more and are often
open sores that do not heal. They
also tend to be slow growing.

Most moles are harmless. However,
malignant melanomas (cancerous
moles) can be fatal and should be
promptly treated. 

Most skin cancers are 
generally slow growing,

easy to recognize, 
and easy to treat 

in a physician’s office. 

Prevention
Most skin cancers can be prevented
by avoiding excessive exposure to
the sun. Much damaging sun expo-
sure occurs by age 20, so keep your
children protected. 

Cumulative exposure to sun is a
major factor in some types of skin
cancers.
• Avoid the sun when its rays are

strongest—between 10 a.m. and
3 p.m. If you must be in the sun,
wear protective clothing (such as
broad-brimmed hats and long-
sleeved shirts).

• Apply a sunscreen with a sun
protection factor (SPF) of at least
15 to all exposed skin areas.

• Do not use sunlamps or go to
tanning salons or parlors.

• Have any unusual blemish, 
mole, or other marking on the
skin checked by a physician—
especially those that change size
or color. 

Home treatment
Examine your skin with a mirror
or with another person’s help. 
Look for unusual moles, spots, or
bumps. Pay special attention to 

Skin Cancer



ABCs for self-monitoring
Call your physician or other medical professional if you notice any of the following changes in a mole:

areas that receive a lot of sun 
exposure, such as hands, arms,
chest, neck (especially the back 
of the neck), face, ears, etc. Note
any changes and report them to
your physician or other medical 
professional.
1. Examine your

body front and
back in the 
mirror, then right
and left sides,
with both arms
raised.

2. Bend your elbows and look
carefully at your forearms, upper
arms, and palms.

3. Examine the
back of your
neck and scalp
with the help
of a hand 
mirror. Part your hair (or use a
blow-dryer) to lift it so you can
have a close look. 

When to call 
Kaiser Permanente
Monitor your moles and birth-
marks (see “ABCs for self-monitor-
ing” below). When you examine
your skin regularly, you will know
what is normal for you. If your
moles do not change over time,
there is little cause for concern. 

You’ll also want to look out for:
• scaliness, oozing, bleeding, or

spreading of pigment into the 
surrounding skin

• a bump or nodule on the mole,
or any change in the appearance
of the mole

• itching, tenderness, or pain
• unusual skin changes or growths,

especially if they bleed and keep
growing

If you have a family history of
malignant melanoma, let your
physician or other medical profes-
sional know. You may be at a 
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This information is not intended to diagnose health problems or to take the place of medical advice or care you receive from your physician or other
medical professional. If you have persistent health problems, or if you have further questions, please consult your doctor.

Other resources
• Visit our Web site at 

www.kp.org
• Check your Kaiser Permanente

Healthwise Handbook
• Call the Kaiser Permanente

Healthphone at
1-800-33-ASK ME

• Visit your local Health
Education Department or
Center

higher risk for developing the 
disease.

A note to parents: Birthmarks 
are common on babies and small
children. Most birthmarks will
fade as the child grows. Report any
changes to your physician or other
medical professional.

Asymmetrical shape

Border irregular

Color varied

Diameter larger
than a pencil

eraser

Asymmetrical shape: One half does not
match the other half.

Border irregularity: The edges are
ragged, notched, or blurred.

Color is not uniform: Watch for shades
of red and black, or a red, white, and
blue mottled appearance.

Diameter: The mole is larger than a
pencil eraser. (Harmless moles are
usually smaller than this.)


