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If You Have Merkel Cell Skin Cancer 
If you or someone you know has just been diagnosed with Merkel cell skin cancer
(Merkel cell carcinoma or MCC) this short guide can help. Find information on Merkel
cell carcinoma here.

What is Merkel cell skin cancer?●

How does the doctor know I have Merkel cell cancer?●

How serious is my cancer?●

What kind of treatment will I need?●

What will happen after treatment?●

What is Merkel cell skin cancer?  

Cancer can start any place in the body. Cancer that starts in the Merkel cells of the
skin is called Merkel cell carcinoma or MCC. Carcinoma is a another word for cancer.
Merkel cells are found in the top layer of the skin. They're very close to nerves linked to
touch. MCC starts when these cells grow out of control and crowd out normal cells. This
makes it hard for the body to work the way it should.

Cancer cells can spread to other parts of the body. MCC can sometimes travel to the
lungs, liver, brain, or bone and grow there. When cancer cells do this, it’s called
metastasis .To doctors, the cancer cells in the new place look just like the MCC cells in
your skin.

Cancer is always named for the place where it starts, because when the cancer cells
grow in a new place, they still look the same as the cells where the cancer started. So
when MCC spreads to the lung (or any other place), it’s still called MCC. It’s not called
lung cancer unless it starts from cells in the lung.
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MCC is a rare kind of skin cancer. Merkel cells were first described in the late 1800s by
a German doctor named Friedrich Merkel.

Questions to ask the doctor

Why do you think I have cancer?●

Is there a chance I don’t have cancer?●

Would you please write down the kind of cancer you think I might have?●

What will happen next?●

How does the doctor know I have Merkel cell cancer?  

If your doctor thinks you may have Merkel cell cancer (MCC) or any other kind of skin
cancer, you probably will need to have some tests. you'll be asked when the spot or
lump first showed up and if it has changed in size or the way it looks. The rest of your
skin will be checked. Your doctor will check the size, shape, color, and texture of any
skin changes. The doctor will also feel nearby lymph nodes. These are small bean-
shaped sacs of immune system tissue found all over the body. Cancer can spread to
them. Here are some of thetests.1you might need.

Skin biopsy: In a skin biopsy , the doctor takes all or some of the changed tissue to
check it for cancer cells. A biopsy is the only way to tell for sure if you have skin cancer
and what kind it is. There are many kinds of skin biopsies. The choice depends on your
own case. Ask your doctor what kind you need. Each type has pros and cons.

Lymph node biopsy: MCC often spreads to the lymph nodes close to it. If a node feels
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has spread.

Questions to ask the doctor

What tests will I need to have?●

Who will do these tests?●

Where will they be done?●

Who can explain them to me?●

How and when will I get the results?●

Who will explain the results to me?●

What do I need to do next?●

How serious is my cancer?  

If you have MCC, the doctor will want to find out how big the tumor is and how far the
cancer has spread. This is called staging. You may have heard other people say that
their cancer was “stage 1” or “stage 2.” Your doctor will want to find out the stage of
your cancer to help decide what type of treatment is best for you.

The stage describes the size of the tumor and its growth or spread through your skin. It
also tells if it has spread to other organs of your body that are close by or far away.

Your cancer can be stage 0, 1, 2, 3, or 4. The lower the number, the less the cancer has
spread. A higher number, like stage 4, means a more serious cancer that has spread
beyond the skin. Be sure to ask the doctor about the cancer stage and what it means for
you.

Questions to ask the doctor

Do you know the stage of the cancer?●

If not, how and when will you find out the stage of the cancer?●

Would you explain to me what the stage means in my case?●

What will happen next?●

What kind of treatment will I need?  

There are many ways to treat MCC. The main types of treatment are surgery ,
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Clinical trials are research studies that test new drugs or other treatments in people.
They compare standard treatments with others that may be better.

If you'd like to learn more about clinical trials that might be right for you, start by asking
your doctor if your clinic or hospital conducts clinical trials. See Clinical Trials2 to learn
more.

Clinical trials are one way to get the newest cancer treatment. They are the best way for
doctors to find better ways to treat cancer. If your doctor can find one that’s studying the
kind of cancer you have, it’s up to you whether to take part. And if you do sign up for a
clinical trial, you can always stop at any time.

What about other treatments that I hear about?

When you have cancer you might hear about other ways to treat the cancer or treat
your symptoms. These may not always be standard medical treatments. These
treatments may be vitamins, herbs, special diets, and other things. You may wonder
about these treatments.

Some of these are known to help, but many have not been tested. Some have been
shown not to help. A few have even been found to be harmful. Talk to your doctor about
anything you’re thinking about using, whether it’s a vitamin, a diet, or anything else.

Questions to ask the doctor

How far has the MCC spread in my skin?●

Has it spread to any other part of my body?●

What treatment do you think is best for me?●

What’s the goal of this treatment? Do you think it could cure the cancer?●

Will treatment include surgery? If so, who will do the surgery?●

What will the surgery be like?●

Will I need other types of treatment, too?●

What’s the goal of these treatments?●

What side effects could I have from these treatments?●

What can I do about side effects that I might have?●

Is there a clinical trial that might be right for me?●

What about special vitamins or diets that friends tell me about? How will I know if
they are safe?

●

How soon do I need to start treatment?●

What should I do to be ready for treatment?●
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Is there anything I can do to help the treatment work better?●

What’s the next step?●

What will happen after treatment?  

You’ll be glad when treatment is over3. For years after treatment ends, you will see your
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Words to know

Biopsy (BY-op-see): Taking out a small piece of tissue to see if there are cancer cells
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