
Many people strive to get the perfect, healthy-look-
ing tan. But there is no such thing as a healthy tan. A tan
is the skin’s response to injury from ultraviolet (UV)
light. Cancer of the skin is the most common of all
cancers; nearly 95 percent of all skin cancers in the
United States are caused by exposure to UV radiation.

The American Cancer Society estimates that about
54,200 new melanomas will be diagnosed in the United
States during 2003. This is an increase in the number of
cases reported in earlier years. Although skin cancer has
almost a 100 percent cure rate if it is caught in the early
stages, about 7,600 people in the United States are
expected to die of melanomas during 2003, a mortality
rate that has increased by half since 1973.

Much of the increase in mortality rate has been in
older people, mostly white men, while it has leveled off
in white women. The melanomas mortality rate has
remained stable during the past ten years mainly
because it is dropping in younger people.

Three major types of skin cancer are as follows:
• Basal cell carcinoma is the most common form

(Figure 1). It looks like a clear spot or small bump
that usually forms on the head, neck or hand. Size
can vary.

• Squamous cell carcinoma can start as nodules or as
a red, scaly area (Figure 2). This often develops on
the lips, face or tops of the ears.

• Malignant melanoma is the least common but most
deadly (Figure 3).

Every day, about 1 million Americans use tanning
booths, many thinking it is safer than lying in the sun.
Wrong.

Tanning booths are not regulated by the Food and
Drug Administration (FDA) and can cause the following
problems: skin cancer; damage to the immune system
and eyes; first- and second-degree burns and premature
aging.

Tanning pills also are hazardous. Such pills contain-
ing canthaxanthin are not approved for use in the
United States because they can kill you by destroying
your white and red blood cells.
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Figure 1. Basal cell carcinoma.

Figure 2. Squamous cell carcinoma.

Use the ABCD rule in detecting a melanoma

• Asymmetry: One-half of a mole or birthmark does not
match the other.

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

• Color: The color is not the same all over, but may
have differing shades of brown or black, sometimes
with patches of red, white, or blue.

• Diameter: The area is larger than 6 millimeters (about
the size of a pencil eraser) or is growing larger.
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What you can do
Protect your children from the sun. Researchers esti-

mate that 50 percent of your lifetime exposure to UV
radiation occurs by the time you are 18.

Stay out of the sun between 10 a.m. and 4 p.m. Use
a combination of sunscreen, proper clothing, sunglasses
and a wide-brimmed hat whenever outside. Typical
baseball-style caps do not offer adequate protection for
the entire face and neck. Wear a hat with at least a 4-inch
brim.

What’s in a number?
Sun protection factor (SPF) is the number that

reflects a product’s ability to block ultraviolet B (UVB)

radiation. UVB rays affect the outermost layer of skin,
or epidermis. SPF does not indicate ability to block ultra-
violet A (UVA) radiation. UVA rays penetrate to the
dermis, or deeper layer of skin, altering skin fibers,
removing moisture and elasticity and enhancing the
cancer-causing potential of UVB rays.

SPF 15 means the sunscreen will protect your skin
15 times longer from UVB than if sunscreen was not
used. The actual amount of time will vary from person
to person, depending on your altitude and proximity to
the equator.

SPF 15 blocks 95 percent of the UVB wavelengths.
SPF 30 is not twice as good. It only provides another 3
percent of protection.

For sunscreen to be effective, you should apply it 20
to 30 minutes before going out in the sun so it can bond
with your skin. Adults need about 1 ounce of sunscreen
to cover their bodies. You should reapply every 2 hours
and after swimming or sweating excessively. Sunscreen
is not recommended for children less than 6 months old.
Keep infants in the shade and covered up with clothing.

Consumer Reports says waterproof sunscreen is
better than water-resistant sunscreen and less-expensive
sunscreen is as effective as expensive sunscreen.

To block UVA rays, look for sunscreens that contain
Parsol 1789 (avobenzone). Micronized zinc oxide or tita-
nium dioxide are also excellent ingredients, which
absorb and scatter both UVA and UVB rays.
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Prevention and early detection are the best cures for
skin cancer. 

For more information, contact your physician, or:

Ellis Fischel Cancer Center
Cancer Screening Services
115 Business Loop 70 West
Columbia, MO 65203
(573) 882-8511
http://www.ellisfischel.org/

American Cancer Society
1-800-ACS-2345
http://www.cancer.org

Figure 3. Two common forms of malignant melanoma. Left:
superficial spreading melanoma. Right: modular melanoma.

Prevention at a glance: “Do the SCHEGS”

The mnemonic “SCHEGS” embraces all elements of a
comprehensive sun-protection program:

S = Sunscreen with SPF of 15 or higher
C = Clothing that is sun-protective
H = Hat with a wide brim all the way around
EG = Eyeglasses that block both UVA and UVB rays
S = Shade, especially between 10 a.m. and 4 p.m.

Remember, “Do The SCHEGS”




