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Reduce Incidence of Skin Cancer

Solid organ transplant recipients are up to 65 times more likely to develop skin
cancer than people without transplants. While skin cancer is a potentially
preventable disease, and most easily treated when caught early, serious skin
cancer can reduce the quality of life for organ recipients and even cause death.
This brochure provides information on the increased risk of skin cancer in organ
transplant recipients, ways to reduce this risk, and the importance of early

detection and treatment of skin cancer.

Why Are Organ Transplant Recipients
at Increased Risk?

The immunosuppressive medications necessary for the
survival of your transplanted organ suppress your immune
system in order to prevent your body from rejecting the
transplanted organ. However, by suppressing the immune
system, these medications also increase the risk of skin
cancer as well as other cancers and infections. Researchers
are working on novel medications that would lessen the risk
of cancer and infections as a result of immunosuppression.

What Does Skin Cancer Look Like?

Skin cancer is the most common of all cancers, with over
one million skin cancers diagnosed in the United States each
year. Usually, a precancerous condition called an “actinic
keratosis” or “AK” precedes the development of a skin cancer.
Learning the characteristics of an actinic keratosis and the
three most common forms of skin cancer is important to
staying healthy. Actinic keratosis and the three types of skin
cancer are described to the right:

Actinic Keratosis

Actinic keratoses are considered
“precancers,” and have the potential |
to turn into squamous cell carcinomas. | -
Actinic keratoses appear as small ;
pink or red spots with a rough surface, |
usually on sun-exposed areas. They
may be more easily felt than seen. Early treatment of actinic
keratoses can prevent their transformation into more serious
squamous cell carcinomas. Actinic keratoses are usually treated
with cryotherapy (freezing with liquid nitrogen) or by applica-
tion of chemotherapy or immune enhancing cream.

Basal Cell Carcinoma ( )

Basal cell carcinoma is the most
common in the general population
and usually appears as a small, pink
bump or patch on the head or neck,
although it may occur on any part

of the body. If untreated, the area
will begin to open, bleed, or crust
repeatedly. Basal cell carcinomas grow slowly but rarely spread
to other parts of the body. However, if left untreated, basal cell
carcinomas can cause extensive damage to the area involved.

Squamous Cell Carcinoma

Squamous cell carcinomas are the
most common skin cancers in organ
transplant patients. Squamous cell
carcinoma is 65 times more
common in transplant recipients
than in the general population.
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Squamous cell carcinomas can look similar to basal cell
carcinomas, but are usually more scaly and stick out further
from the skin’s surface. Squamous cell carcinomas often
occur on the head and neck, and have a special tendency to
grow on the ears, lips, and the backs of hands and arms. If
treated early, squamous cell carcinoma is curable. However,
if the tumor invades deeply, it can spread to the lymph
nodes, which then must be removed. If treatment is
unsuccessful, squamous cell carcinoma spreads internally
and results in death.

Malignant Melanoma ( )

Melanoma is four times more
common in organ transplant
recipients, than people without
transplants. Unlike squamous cell
carcinoma and basal cell carcinoma,
malignant melanoma usually . )

appears as an irregular brown spot or changing mole.
Melanoma can arise from normal skin or from a mole, which
has turned bad. If caught early, melanoma is usually curable.
However, if it spreads to other parts of the body, it can
result in death.



