“Sun Exposure, Tanning Booths, and Skin Cancer”

It is estimated that approximately 1,000,000 basal cell carcinomas and squamous cell carcinomas will be newly diagnosed in the United States this year.  Approximately 60,000 melanomas will be newly diagnosed, with the rate of all skin cancers increasing yearly.  In order of severity the melanomas are at the top of the list.  These are cancers that occur from the pigment producing cells of the skin called melanosomes.  Next in line is the squamous cell carcinoma that occurs from the cells of the mid layer of the epidermis.  The epidermis is the top layer of the skin.  Both of these cancers can become metastatic and spread through the body and both can be potentially fatal.  The third cancer, basal cell carcinoma, occurs from the very bottom layer cells of the epidermis.  Basal cell cancers, although destructive and dangerous, are rarely metastatic.

Sun exposure and ultraviolet light from tanning beds increase the incidence of all 3 of these skin cancers.  Sunburn causes the most trouble.  Protection from the sun should be routine and can be easily accomplished with sunscreens and clothing.  The sun protective factor of a sunscreen, called the SPF, is listed on the containers of sunscreens.  A sunscreen of 15 or above is the best protection against the ultraviolet light that causes most of the problems with skin cancer.  The same two bands of ultraviolet light that are involved in producing skin cancer, as well as producing tanning.  These are ultraviolet A and ultraviolet B.  The sun protective factor tells you only how much ultraviolet B protection you are getting and does not list the ultraviolet A protection, as there is no official measurement for that.  Complete sunblocks block both UVA and UVB and are available.  Clothing that covers the skin and hats that shade the ears and face are also very effective protecting against UVA damage.

When skin cancer does occur the most common treatment is surgical removal of the cancer.  In some cases, radiation or freezing is used, and in early cancers there is a topical cream that can be effective.  Treatment is available and successful for all 3 of the common skin cancers, however, prevention by protection with sunscreens and clothing and avoiding intentional exposure to tanning booths, is obviously the best approach.

The American Academy of Dermatology recommends that each person see a dermatologist yearly for examination to discover any skin cancers or other problems with the skin at the earliest possible stage.  The earlier the cancer is discovered and treated, the better the likelihood of complete cure as an outcome.  Dermatologists believe you should have dun in the sun, but have the good sense to protect yourself while doing so.

Joel E. Holloway, M.D., Board Certified Dermatologist, Fellow of the American Academy of Dermatology and the American Society of Dermatologic Surgeons.  He is in private practice of dermatology in Norman with a special interest in skin surgery and cancer of the skin.
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