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Merkel Cell Skin Cancer Causes, Risk
Factors, and Prevention 
Learn about the risk factors for Merkel cell carcinoma and what you might be able to do
to help lower your risk.

Risk Factors

A risk factor is anything that affects your chance of getting a disease such as cancer.
Learn more about the risk factors for Merkel cell carcinoma.

Merkel Cell Carcinoma Risk Factors●

What Causes Merkel Cell Carcinoma?●

Prevention
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Having light-colored skin●

Being older●

Being male●

Having a weakened immune system●

A risk factor is anything that raises your chance of getting a disease such as cancer.
Different cancers have different risk factors. Some risk factors, like smoking, weight,
and sun exposure, can be controlled. Others, like your age or family history, can’t be
changed.

Having a risk factor for Merkel cell carcinoma (MCC), or even many risk factors, doesn't
mean that you will get it. Most people with risk factors never get MCC, while others with
this disease may have few or no known risk factors.

These are some known risk factors for MCC:

Merkel cell polyomavirus (MCV) infection  

The Merkel cell polyomavirus (MCV) is found in the cancer cells of about 8 out of 10
people with MCC. MCV is a common virus. Most people are infected with it at some
point (often as children). But the infection doesn’t cause symptoms, and it rarely leads
to MCC. Because of this, there are no recommended screening tests or treatments for
MCV infection.
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From tanning beds: Tanning beds are another source of UV rays. MCC is a rare
cancer, and no studies have looked for a link between MCC and tanning bed use. But it
stands to reason that more exposure to UV rays increases the risk.

From psoriasis treatments: Some patients with psoriasis (a long-lasting inflammatory
skin disease) are given medicines called psoralens along with UV light treatments, this
is known as PUVA treatments. This can increase the risk of MCC.

To learn more about the effects of UV rays on the skin and what you can do to protect
yourself and your loved ones, see How Do I Protect Myself from Ultraviolet (UV) Rays2?

Having light-colored skin  

The risk of MCC is much higher for White people than for African Americans or
Hispanics. Nearly all (more than 9 out of 10) MCCs are diagnosed in White people. This
is probably because darker skin has a protective effect against the damaging effects of
UV rays.

Being older  

The risk of MCC goes up as people get older. In fact, this cancer is very rare in people
under the age of 50. About 8 out of 10 people with MCC are over age 70. The increased
risk may be related to skin damage caused by sun exposure over time and the fact that
people’s immune systems tend to become weaker as they get older.

Being male  

Men are 2-times more likely than women to develop MCC. This might be because they
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increases their risk of developing MCC. People with autoimmune diseases (like lupus)
sometimes take medicines that suppress the immune system, which might increase
their risk for other diseases.

People with HIV3, the virus that causes AIDS, often have weakened immune systems
and are also at increased risk for MCC.

People with some types of blood cancers, such as chronic lymphocytic leukemia
(CLL)4 or certain lymphomas5, also tend to have weakened immune systems. This can
be from the cancer itself, or from its treatment. People with these cancers are more
likely to get MCC.

MCCs in people with weakened immune systems tend to grow faster and are more
likely to be life-threatening.
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Although we know some of the things that can increase a person’s risk of Merkel cell
carcinoma (MCC), it’s not clear exactly how these things might cause MCC.

Cancer is caused by changes in the DNA inside of cells. DNA in our cells makes up our
genes , which control how our cells work. We usually look like our parents because they
are the source of our DNA. But DNA affects more than just how we look.

Some genes help control when our cells grow, divide into new cells, and die:

Genes that help cells grow, divide, and stay alive are called oncogenes.●

Genes that keep cell growth in check by slowing down cell division or making cells
die at the right time are called tumor suppressor genes.

●

Cancers can be caused by DNA changes that turn on oncogenes or turn off tumor
suppressor genes. Changes in many different genes are usually needed for a cell to
become a cancer cell.

Researchers don’t yet know all of the DNA changes that can result in MCC, but they
have found that many of these cancers have changes in tumor suppressor genes.

MCC does not seem to run in families, so the DNA changes that lead to MCC are not
likely passed on (inherited) from a person’s parents. Instead, these changes probably
happen during the person’s life. Sometimes these changes might just be random events
that happen inside cells, without having an outside cause. But sometimes the cause
might be something specific, like long-term sun exposure or infection with the Merkel
cell polyomavirus (MCV).

Ultraviolet (UV) radiation1 can damage the DNA inside skin cells. Sometimes this
damage affects certain genes that control how and when cells grow and divide, which
may be the first step on the path to cancer.
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How MCV infection plays a role in the development of MCC isn't clear. But researchers
have found that the virus can get inside cells and cause them to make a protein that
turns off tumor suppressor genes, which might lead to MCC.

MCV infection might help explain why people with weakened immune systems have a
higher risk of MCC. It might be that the virus is normally kept in check (but not killed) by
the immune system. A weakened immune system could then allow the virus to grow
and flourish, which in turn might raise the risk of MCC.

Scientists are looking for the specific DNA changes inside MCC cells to help explain
what causes it. A better understanding of how damaged DNA leads to MCC might also
be used to design better treatments for it.
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Limit your exposure to ultraviolet (UV) rays●

Keep your immune system strong●

Your risk of getting Merkel cell carcinoma (MCC) is low, and some risk factors for MCC,
such as your age, sex, and skin color can’t be controlled. Still, there are things you can
do that might help lower your risk. These might also lower your risk of getting more
common types of skin cancer1, as well as some other types of cancer.

Limit your exposure to ultraviolet (UV) rays  

The most important way to lower your risk of skin cancers (including MCC) is to limit
your exposure to UV rays2. Practice sun safety when you are outdoors.

Seek shade

Simply staying in the shade is one of the best ways to limit your UV exposure.

“Slip! Slop! Slap! ®… and Wrap”

This catchphrase can help you remember some of the key steps you can take to protect
yourself from UV rays. If you're going to be in the sun:

Slip on a shirt.●

Slop on sunscreen.●

Slap on a hat.●

Wrap on sunglasses to protect your eyes and the sensitive skin around them.●

Don't use tanning beds or sunlamps

Many people believe the UV rays of tanning beds are harmless. This is not true.
Tanning lamps give off UV rays, which can cause long-term skin damage and can
contribute to skin cancer. Most skin doctors and health organizations recommend not
using tanning beds and sun lamps.
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