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Eye Cancer Causes, Risk Factors, and
Prevention 
Learn about the risk factors for eye cancer (ocular melanoma) and what you might be
able to do to help prevent it.

Risk Factors

A risk factor is anything that increases your chances of getting a disease such as
cancer. Learn more about the risk factors for eye cancer.

Risk Factors for Eye Cancer●

What Causes Eye Cancer?●

Prevention

There is no sure way to prevent eye cancer, but there may be things you can do that
might lower your risk. 

Can Eye Cancer Be Prevented?●

Race/ethnicity●

Eye color●
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Age and sex●

Certain inherited conditions●

Moles●

Family history●

Unproven risk factors●

A risk factor is anything that increases your chance of getting a disease such as cancer.
Different cancers have different risk factors. Some risk factors, like smoking, can be
changed. Others, like a person’s age or family history, can’t be changed.

But having a known risk factor, or even several risk factors, does not mean that you will
get the disease. And many people who get the disease may have few or no known risk
factors.

Race/ethnicity  

The risk of eye melanoma is much higher in White people than in African Americans,
Hispanics, or Asian Americans.

Eye color  

People with light colored eyes are somewhat more likely to develop uveal melanoma of
the eye than are people with darker eye and skin color.

Age and sex  

Eye melanomas can occur at any age, but the risk goes up as people get older. Eye
melanoma is slightly more common in men than in women.

Certain inherited conditions  

People with dysplastic nevus syndrome, who have many abnormal moles on the skin,
are at increased risk of skin melanoma. They also seem to have a higher risk of
developing melanoma of the eye.

People with abnormal brown spots on the uvea (known as oculodermal melanocytosis
or nevus of Ota) also have an increased risk of developing uveal eye melanoma.
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BAP1 cancer syndrome is a rare inherited condition in which family members are at
increased risk for uveal eye melanoma, as well as melanoma of the skin,1

mesothelioma2, kidney cancer3 and others. This condition is caused by an inherited
mutation (change) in the BAP1 gene and tends to form aggressive cancers that appear
at younger ages. 

Moles  

Different types of moles (nevi) in the eye or on the skin have been associated with an
increased risk of uveal eye melanoma. In the eye, these include choroidal, giant
choroidal, and iris nevi; on the skin, atypical nevi, common nevi of the skin, and freckles.
An eye condition, known as primary acquired melanosis (PAM), where the melanocytes
in the eye grow too much, is a risk factor for conjunctival melanoma. 

Family history  

Uveal eye melanomas can run in some families, but this is very rare and the genetic
reasons for this are still being investigated.

Unproven risk factors  

Sun exposure: Too much exposure to sunlight (or sunlamps), a known risk factor for
melanoma of the skin, has also been proposed as a possible risk factor for uveal or
conjunctival melanoma of the eye, but studies so far have shown mixed results. More
research is needed to answer this question.

Certain occupations: Some studies have suggested that welders may have a higher
risk of uveal eye melanoma (of the choroid and ciliary body), but more studies are being
done.

Skin melanoma: Some patients with uveal eye melanoma have a history of melanoma
of the skin , but it is still not known if having skin melanoma increases your risk of eye
melanoma.

Hyperlinks

www.cancer.org/cancer/types/melanoma-skin-cancer.html1.
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Scientists are studying these and other DNA changes to learn more about them and
how they might lead to eye cancer. But it is still not exactly clear what causes these
changes to occur in some people and not others.
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We do not yet know what causes most eye cancers, so it is not yet possible to prevent
them.

We know there is a link between sunlight and melanomas of the skin, and there are
things you can do1 that might reduce your risk of these cancers, including limiting your
exposure to intense sunlight, covering up with protective hats and clothing, and using
sunscreen.

The American Cancer Society also recommends wearing UV-protected sunglasses
when outside in strong sunlight. Wrap-around sunglasses with 99% to 100% UVA and
UVB absorption provide the best protection for the eyes and the surrounding skin. This
might help reduce the risk of developing cancers of the skin around the eyes. The link
between sunlight and eye melanomas is not proven, but some doctors think that
sunglasses might also reduce eye melanoma risk.

Hyperlinks
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The American Cancer Society medical and editorial content team
(https://www.cancer.org/cancer/acs-medical-content-and-news-staff.html)

Our team is made up of doctors and oncology certified nurses with deep knowledge of
cancer care as well as editors and translators with extensive experience in medical
writing.

American Cancer Society medical information is copyrighted material. For reprint
requests, please see our Content Usage Policy (www.cancer.org/about-
us/policies/content-usage.html).
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