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Preventing skin cancer 
Sk in cance r is t h e most c o m m o n fo rm of cance r 
in t h e U n i t e d Sta tes , and t h e inc idence is 
increasing. In 2000, an es t ima ted o n e mi l l ion 
A m e r i c a n s will deve lop a skin cancer , and abou t 
9 ,000 will die f r o m it. A l t h o u g h skin cance r 
usually c a n be cured w h e n de t ec t ed early, it is 
be t t e r t o p r e v e n t it f r o m occur r ing in t h e first 
place. 

What is skin cancer? 
S k i n cance r is t h e u n c o n t r o l l e d g rowth of 
a b n o r m a l skin cells. H e a l t h y cells grow in a n 
orderly way, bu t cance r cells grow and divide 
rapidly and haphazardly. T h i s rapid g rowth results 
in tumors . T h e r e are th ree types of skin cancer : 
basal cell c a r c inoma , squamous cell c a r c inoma , 
a n d m a l i g n a n t m e l a n o m a . Basal cell c a r c i n o m a 
a n d squamous cell c a r c i n o m a make up 9 5 % of all 
skin cancers . M a l i g n a n t m e l a n o m a , m a d e up of 
p i g m e n t cells cal led melanocytes , is t he most 
serious f o r m of skin cancer . It has t h e po ten t i a l to 
kill, a n d causes about 75% of all skin cance r 
dea ths . 

What causes skin cancer? 
T h e n u m b e r o n e cause of sk in cance r is exposure 
t o sun l igh t , w h i c h c o n t a i n s u l t ravio le t ( U V ) 
rad ia t ion . C u m u l a t i v e sun exposu re—exposu re 
t h a t occurs over m a n y years—general ly causes 
basal cell and squamous cell c a rc inoma . Severe 
sunburns t h a t occur in t he t e e n years c a n cause 
m a l i g n a n t m e l a n o m a later in life. 

How can I prevent skin cancer? 
T h e best way to p r o t e c t yourself f r o m sk in 
c a n c e r is to m i n i m i z e sun exposure a n d avo id 
s u n b u r n s . 

• Avoid direct sun exposure dur ing peak U V 
radia t ion (be tween 10:30 a .m. and 3:30 p .m . ) . 

• App ly a lip ha lm a n d sunscreen daily t h a t has 
an S P F (sun p ro t ec t ion fac tor ) of 15 or h i g h e r 
30 minu te s before going outs ide. Reapply t h e 
sunscreen every few hours thereaf ter . 

• W e a r a w ide -b r immed h a t to p ro t ec t your 
face and ears. 

• W e a r long-sleeved shirts a n d long p a n t s t o 
p ro tec t your arms and legs. 

• W e a r sunglasses t h a t offer U V p ro t ec t i o n . 
I Avoid t a n n i n g beds; U V light f r o m t a n n i n g 

beds is just as h a r m f u l as (or pe rhaps e v e n m o r e 
ha rmfu l t h a n ) U V light f r o m t h e sun. 

• M a k e a n a p p o i n t m e n t to see your d e r m a t o l o -
gist so t h a t exis t ing growths c a n be c h e c k e d for 
signs of cancer . Early d e t e c t i o n of skin c a n c e r 
is cr i t ical because t he earlier it is caugh t , t h e 
be t te r t h e c h a n c e s are t h a t it c a n be cured . 
T h e n , per form a se l f -exam every m o n t h t he re -
after. C h e c k your who le body f r o m h e a d (back 
of scalp) to toe using fu l l - l eng th and h a n d - h e l d 
mirrors. If you no t i ce any changes , n e w 
growths, or a sore t h a t won ' t hea l , see your der-
matologis t . 

How parents can protect their children 
A s a pa ren t , be a good role mode l and foster skin 
cance r p r e v e n t i o n hab i t s in your ch i ld . T h i s is 
especially i m p o r t a n t because it is e s t ima ted t h a t 
8 0 % of l i fe t ime sun exposure occurs before t h e 
age of 18. 

For m a x i m u m pro tec t ion , keep c h i l d r e n o u t of 
t he midday sun a n d make sure they wear a wide-
b r i m m e d h a t and sunscreen. Sunsc reens t h a t 
c o n t a i n t i t an ium dioxide or zinc ox ide are safest 
for ch i ld ren under 6 m o n t h s of age. 
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