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Cancer Council  
NSW does not operate, 
endorse or recommend 
skin clinics and cannot 

recommend any  
particular doctors.
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Australia has the highest rate of skin cancer 
in the world. Two in three people who live here 
all their lives will develop some form of skin 
cancer, and more than 2000 will die every  
year from the disease. 

The good news is that most skin cancers can be cured 
if they are diagnosed and treated early. The information 
in this booklet can help you to learn more about:

•	 the	importance	of	talking	to	your	doctor	about	 
your personal risk of skin cancer 

•	 finding	skin	cancer	early

•	 what	to	do	if	you	are	worried	about	a	particular	 
skin spot.

Everyone	can	benefit	from	getting	to	know	their	own	
skin. Although it is true that the risk of developing skin 
cancer increases with age, melanoma – the most 
dangerous form of skin cancer – also occurs in young 
people.  In fact, melanoma is the most common cancer 
in people aged between 15 and 40.

Your skin spots may vary from the examples shown.  
If you have any questions after reading this booklet,  
please contact Cancer Council’s Helpline on 13 11 20 
or visit your general practitioner  
(family doctor).
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What causes  
skin cancer?

Did you know?

•	 Melanoma	is	the	most	dangerous	form	of	skin	
cancer – more than 1500 Australians die from 
it each year.

•	 The	risk	of	developing	any	type	of	skin	cancer	
increases with age, but melanoma also occurs 
in young people.

•	 Men	are	more	likely	than	women	to	develop	
melanoma and to die from it.

•	 Melanoma	most	commonly	develops	on	skin	
that is often (face, neck, arms) or intermittently 
(trunk and legs) exposed to the sun. However, 
melanoma can also occur on areas less 
frequently exposed (nails and soles of the feet).

•	 Skin	cancer	is	almost	totally	preventable	and	
most skin cancers, including melanoma, can 
be cured if treated early.

Skin	cancer	develops	when	a	cell	in	the	skin	goes	through	
a series of changes that make it a cancer cell. Exposure 
to ultraviolet (UV) radiation in sunlight (or from solariums) 

causes most skin cancers.

Australia has very high levels of UV 
radiation (especially in summer) 

because we are close to the 
equator and have clear skies. 

Your risk of developing skin  
cancer is related to the amount  
of UV radiation you are exposed  

to over your lifetime, particularly  
in childhood.
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Most common types of 
skin cancer 

Melanoma

Melanoma	is	the	least	common	but	 
the most dangerous type of skin 
cancer, as it can spread to other parts 
of the body and can be fatal if not 
caught early.

The	first	sign	of	melanoma	is	usually	
a new spot or an existing spot, freckle 
or mole that has changed in size, 
shape or colour. 

Nodular melanoma is a highly dangerous 
form of melanoma. Nodular melanoma grows 
quickly and can be life threatening if not detected and 
treated promptly. Nodular melanoma appears as a new 
small, round lump on the skin and may be black, brown, 
pink or red in colour.

Melanoma	can	develop	anywhere	on	the	body.	

Squamous cell carcinoma (SCC)

Squamous	cell	carcinoma	(SCC)	is	not	as	dangerous	as	
melanoma but can spread to other parts of the body if not 
treated.	Spots	on	the	lips	or	ears	have	the	highest	risk	of	
spreading and should be seen by a doctor immediately. 
SCCs	usually	develop	on	parts	of	the	body	that	are	often	
exposed to the sun, such as the head, neck and face, 
hands and arms. They often appear as a thickened, red and 
scaly spot that won’t heal. 

Basal cell carcinoma (BCC)

Basal cell carcinoma (BCC) is the most 
common and least dangerous type of 
skin cancer. BCC often appears as 
a lump or scaly area that is red, pale 
or pearly in colour. BCCs grow slowly 
and are most commonly found on the 
ears, nose, face and neck. 
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Checking your  
skin at the start of  

every season (every  
three months) is  
a good way to  

remember.
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Are you at risk?

Anyone can develop skin cancer, but some people  
are at higher risk than others. 

You may be at higher risk if you: 

•	 have	a	lot	of	moles	

•	 have	a	close	relative	who	has	had	melanoma	

•	 are	aged	over	50	(particularly	if	you	have	had	a	lot	 
of sun exposure or been sunburnt in the past)

•	 have	infrequent	but	intense	exposure	to	the	sun	(for	
example,	office	workers	who	spend	a	lot	of	time	in	
the sun on weekends or on holidays) 

•	 have	had	skin	cancer	in	the	past	

•	 have	skin	that	is	fair,	burns	easily,	freckles	and	
doesn’t easily tan 

•	 have	red	or	fair	hair	and	blue	or	green	eyes	

•	 have	a	weak	immune	system	(this	could	be	due	 
to taking certain drugs after an organ transplant or 
being HIV positive).

Men are at increased risk

Men	over	the	age	of	50,	compared	to	women	of	similar	
age, are twice as likely to be diagnosed with melanoma 
and three times as likely to die from it. 

The	risk	of	melanoma	for	men	increases	significantly	
from the age of 50 years. Cancer Council recommends 
men of all ages:

•	 get	to	know	their	own	skin	

•	 talk	to	their	GP	about	personal	risk	factors	for	 
skin cancer 

•	 protect	their	skin	from	the	sun.
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Finding skin  
cancer early 

Early detection of skin cancer is vital 

The sooner any type of skin cancer is detected, 
diagnosed and treated, the better the outcome is  
likely to be. Even BCCs that have been neglected  
can require extensive surgery to remove and result  
in permanent scarring.  

Get to know your own skin

It’s	important	to	get	to	know	your	own	skin.	Most	people	
have moles, birthmarks, freckles and blemishes. If you 
get to know these well, it’s more likely you’ll recognise 
what’s normal for you and what may have changed 
since you last looked.

When checking your skin, look for:

•	 any	new	spot,	lump	or	unusual	freckle,	mole,	
sunspot or sore that wasn’t there before  
and/or doesn’t heal 

•	 a	spot	that	looks	different	from	other	spots	
around it

•	 a	spot	that	has	changed	colour,	size	 
or shape over a few weeks or months,  
has an irregular border, or becomes itchy  
or bleeds.

Visit your general 
practitioner (GP) 

immediately if you 
see anything that 

has changed or that 
wasn’t there the last 

time you looked.
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How to check your own skin

Everyone should check their own skin. With a bit  
of practice, you should be able to check your whole 
body in about 15 minutes. 

You will need to undress completely and the room will 
need to be well lit.

If you have a partner or someone you feel comfortable 
with, ask them to help you check parts of your body 
you can’t see easily. 

Where to look:

•	 head, scalp, neck and ears – take an 
extra close look around your nose, lips, 
ears and scalp

•	 torso – check the front, back and sides  
of your body

•	 arms, hands, fingers and nails – 
remember to look at the spaces  
between	your	fingers	and	the	beds	 
of	your	fingernails

•	 toes, toenails and on the 
soles of your feet – 
check between the 
toes, nail beds  
and soles of  
your feet.
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Rugby league legend  
Johnny Raper’s melanoma  
was caught early.

“I was 53 when my wife noticed a red mark on my  
shirt. We had just watched a TV show about melanoma, 
which said to see a doctor if a skin spot started to  
bleed, so we made an appointment to see the doctor 
straight away.

Thankfully it was caught early. I had to have surgery  
that has left big scars, but it could have turned out  
much worse.

Before I was diagnosed, I had no idea about the  
dangers of the sun. The only protection I used was zinc 
cream on my nose. I would train all summer without a shirt 
on and I’d sunbake with baby oil all over my body. 

But my skin wasn’t made for the sun. I loved getting red 
and peeling, and thought if I did this often enough I’d  
turn brown. I regret that now. 

When I woke up after the melanoma surgery, with so many 
tubes and staples in me, I decided that after I recovered,  
I would start a campaign to warn others about the dangers 
of the sun, so they wouldn’t have to go through what I had 
been through.

Since	the	melanoma,	I’ve	been	very	careful	 
to protect my skin, by staying out of  

the sun when I can, and covering 
up with hats, sunscreen and 

sunglasses when I can’t.

I	urge	everyone	to	find	out	 
how to protect against skin 
cancer, and to check your 
skin	for	suspicious	spots.	Get	
someone to check your back 

and other places you can’t easily 
see – my wife did, and  

it saved my life.”
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“Get someone to  
check your back and  
other places that you  

can’t easily see -  
my wife did, and it  

saved my life.”
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Skin checks with  
a doctor 

If you see a spot on your skin that has changed in size, 
shape or colour, that itches or bleeds, or wasn’t there 
before,	you	should	see	your	GP	immediately.	

Your general practitioner (GP):  
the first point of call

The	first	step	is	to	talk	to	your	GP.	It	is	important	to	
have	a	good	relationship	with	one	GP	who	

is familiar with your lifestyle and who 
knows your medical history and 

your family’s medical history. 

Most	GPs	can	help	you	
understand your personal risk 
factors, check your skin for 
suspicious spots, treat some 
skin cancers and ensure 
appropriate follow-up care. 
Research	has	shown	that	GPs’	 

skills in diagnosing skin cancer 
are as good as those of doctors in 

skin cancer clinics.

In some cases  
a GP may:

•	 refer	you	to	a	
specialist,  
particularly if  
a melanoma  
is suspected

•	 suggest	you	
go to a skin 
cancer clinic.
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A specialist 

Your	GP	may	refer	
you to a specialist 
for a second opinion 
or for treatment. 
Specialist	doctors	
who deal with 
skin cancer include 
dermatologists (doctors 
who have done additional 
training to specialise in diagnosing 
and treating skin disease),  
surgeons and plastic surgeons.

A skin cancer clinic

Skin	clinics	are	usually	operated	by	GPs	and	you	 
don’t	need	a	referral	to	go	there.	Skin	clinics	offer	 
a variety of diagnostic and treatment 
services for skin cancer, and 
some bulk-bill.
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Questions to ask

When you see a doctor to have your skin checked, 
keep these key issues in mind:

1. Costs

When making an appointment to have your skin 
checked, ask about bulk-billing arrangements,  
the	GP’s	or	specialist’s	fees,	and	costs	of	tests	 
and procedures.  

Before you proceed: 

•	 Ask	how	much	each	procedure	will	cost	in	full	and	
how	much	is	refundable	through	Medicare.	

•	 If	you	are	in	a	private	health	fund,	check	if	your	plan	
covers all the procedures. 

•	 If	costs	are	an	issue	for	you,	ask	if	the	procedure	 
is urgent and if you can return when you are in  
a	better	financial	situation.	

2. Diagnosis and treatment

If you are told you have skin cancer, you could ask:

•	 What	type	of	skin	cancer	do	I	have?

•	 How	extensive	is	my	skin	cancer?

•	 Do	I	need	treatment	immediately?

•	 Is	the	doctor	who	will	treat	me	well	trained	in	 
skin	cancer?

•	 What	are	my	treatment	options,	and	what	are	the	
benefits	and	risks	of	these	options?

•	 Will	I	be	referred	to	a	specialist	(if	you	haven’t	seen	
one	already)?

•	 Will	the	skin	cancer	clinic	or	specialist	keep	my	 
GP	informed?

3. Information and follow-up

Once you have had your skin checked and any 
treatment required, you should be provided with 
information about skin cancer prevention and any 
follow-up you may need.
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Cancer Council  
does not operate  
skin cancer clinics  
or recommend any 
particular doctors.
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“My experience  
shows that skin  

cancer can happen  
to anyone. I thought  

I was safe, as I  
have olive skin.”
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Amanda Smith was diagnosed 
with melanoma at the age of 30, 
when she was pregnant with her 
second child. 

“My	sister	noticed	that	a	mole	on	my	forearm	had	
changed.	I	was	visiting	my	GP	anyway	about	the	
pregnancy, so asked her to check it out. The mole 
turned	out	to	be	a	melanoma	and	my	GP	said	I	was	
very lucky that my sister had noticed it.

I was very surprised, as I had never considered myself 
at high risk of melanoma. I had noticed that the mole 
had changed in colour and size, but it never occurred 
to me that I should have it checked.

I had the melanoma removed, as well as an area of skin 
around it, to make sure all the cancer cells were gone. 
That was the only treatment I needed because it was 
caught early.

The mole was only a couple of millimetres in diameter, 
but everyone who sees my scar is surprised at how  
big it is. 

My	experience	shows	that	skin	cancer	can	happen	 
to anyone. I thought I was safe, as I have olive skin.  
I don’t think I spent more time in the sun than my 
friends and usually wore sunscreen. But I did sunbake 
a lot when I was at university, and I had always done a 
lot of walking with my arms exposed.

I’m now very careful with my skin and the skin of my two 
young children. I wear a hat, sunscreen and sunglasses 
when I’m outside, and a long-sleeved cotton shirt if I’m 
going to be outside for more than a few minutes. I also 
avoid the sun between 10am and 3pm. Needless to 
say, I haven’t sunbaked since the melanoma.

My	advice	to	other	people	is	to	talk	to	your	doctor	
about your risk factors for skin cancer – even if you 
don’t think you have any – and see a doctor straight 
away	if	a	spot	or	mole	changes.	And	a	suntan?	 
It just isn’t worth it!”
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Protecting your skin 

Australians	love	being	outside.	Being	SunSmart	 
doesn’t mean you have to avoid the sun all the time –  
it means protecting your skin so you reduce your risk  
of developing skin cancer in the future. 

It’s never too late or too early to start protecting your skin 
and reducing your risk of skin cancer.

By following simple sun protection practices, you  
can protect your skin from further damage. Be sun  
safe everyday – not just at the beach but when  
in the garden, walking the dog and for all your  
outdoor activities. 

Cancer Council 
shops have a great 
selection of clothes,  
hats, sunglasses and 

sunscreen to keep you  
well protected from  

the sun.
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These tips will help reduce your risk  
of skin cancer:

•	 Wear	close-weave	clothing	that	covers	as	 
much skin as possible.

•	 Wear	broad-brimmed	hats	that	protect	the	 
face, ears and neck.

•	 Use	at	least	SPF30+,	broad-spectrum,	water-
resistant sunscreen. Apply it liberally 20 minutes 
before going outside, and reapply it every two 
hours and after swimming and exercise.

•	 Wear	close-fitting	sunglasses	that	meet	 
the	Australian	Standard	1067.

•	 Use	shade	wherever	possible.

•	 Take	extra	care	when	out	in	the	sun	near	 
highly reflective surfaces, such as snow  
and water, or when at high altitudes.

•	 Always	protect	babies	and	children.

•	 Never	deliberately	expose	your	skin	to	UV	
radiation to get a suntan either from the sun  
or in a solarium. There is  
no such thing as a ‘safe’ 
tan. Tanned skin is 
a sign of damage 
from UV radiation 
– not a sign of 
good health.



For further information 
cancercouncil.com.au/sunsmart

Sun protection products
To buy Cancer Council sun protection products  
and help fund cancer research, education and  
patient support, call 1300 760 535 or go to  
cancercouncil.com.au/shop	to	find	 
a store near you or to shop online.
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