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Merkel cell carcinoma●

Other types of skin cancer●

Merkel cells  

Merkel cells are thought to be a type of skin neuroendocrine cell, because they share
some features with nerve cells and hormone-making cells. Merkel cells are found mainly
at the base of the top layer of the skin (the epidermis). These cells are very close to
nerve endings in the skin. They help us sense light touch, which lets us do things like
feel the fine details on an object’s surface.

Merkel cells were first described in the late 1800s by a German doctor named Friedrich
Merkel.

What Is Cancer? 1

Cancer starts when cells in the body begin to grow out of control. Cells in nearly any
part of the body can become cancer cells. Learn more here.

Anatomy Gallery: Skin 2

Explore our 3D interactive tour of the skin system.

Merkel cell carcinoma  

Because Merkel cells are a type of neuroendocrine cell, Merkel cell carcinoma (MCC) is
also sometimes called neuroendocrine carcinoma of the skin. Another name for
MCC is trabecular carcinoma (or trabecular cancer).

MCC is much less common than most other types of skin cancer (see below), but it’s
one of the most dangerous types. (The other dangerous skin cancer is melanoma.) It’s
much more likely than common skin cancers (squamous and basal cell skin cancers ) to
spread to other parts of the body, and it can be very hard to treat if it has spread.

These cancers most often start on skin that's exposed to the sun, like the face (the most
common site), neck, and arms. But MCC can start anywhere on the body. Merkel cell
tumors often look like firm, pink, red, or purple lumps or bumps on the skin. They usually
don't hurt, but they're fast-growing and can sometimes open up as ulcers or sores (see
Signs and Symptoms of Merkel Cell Carcinoma3).

Nearly all MCCs start on the skin, but a very small portion start in other parts of the
body, such as inside the nose or esophagus.
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Other types of skin cancer  

There are other, more common skin cancers. For more on these types of cancers, see
Basal and Squamous Cell Skin Cancer4 and Melanoma Skin Cancer5.

Less common types of skin cancer

Other, much less common types of skin cancer include:

Kaposi sarcoma6
●

Lymphoma of the skin7
●

Skin adnexal tumors (tumors that start in the hair follicles or skin glands)●

Various types of sarcomas8
●
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National Comprehensive Cancer Network, Clinical Practice Guidelines in Oncology
(NCCN Guidelines®), Merkel Cell Carcinoma, Version 2.2018 -- June 15, 2018.
Accessed at www.nccn.org/professionals/physician_gls/pdf/mcc.pdf on July 23, 2018.
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several studies are looking at combining immunotherapy and chemotherapy drugs.

Skin Cancer ACS Research Highlights 10

See latest examples of how the Society conducts & funds research to help prevent, find,
diagnose, treat, and live with skin cancers.
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