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Skin Cancer Basics
Skin cancer is common. Over the past three decades, 
more people have had skin cancer than all other cancers 
combined. Each year in the U.S., doctors diagnose these 
three main types:

When detected and treated early, the vast majority of skin 
cancers are curable. Left untreated, however, skin cancer 
can continue to grow and become disfiguring. In some 
cases, squamous cell carcinoma or melanoma can spread 
(metastasize) to lymph nodes or other parts of the body and 
even become life-threatening. Early detection and prompt 
treatment result in the best outcome.

Skin Cancer Treatments
Treatment options for skin cancers vary depending on the 
type, size, location on the body, the patient’s health and 
other factors. These include topical medications, scraping 
and burning, freezing, radiation and excision (removal 
with a scalpel). After routine excision, which differs from 
Mohs surgery, the tissue is sent to a lab for examination 
and later results. Oral and injected medications, including 
immunotherapies and targeted therapies, are used for some 
advanced skin cancers.

While many skin cancer treatments result in a cure, 
sometimes the skin cancer comes back, or recurs. This is 
usually because some cancer cells aren’t visible or may form 
“roots” (like the roots of a weed) that extend beyond the 
visible part of a tumor. If all the cancerous cells in those 
roots aren’t completely removed, the cancer will grow back 
and require further treatment.

How This Brochure  
Can Help You
If you’re reading this, you or someone 
you care about was probably diagnosed 
with skin cancer, and a doctor may have 
recommended Mohs surgery as the best 
treatment option for it. 

The words “cancer” and “surgery” can be 
frightening. Learning what you need to 
know about your condition and treatment 
from credible sources can help put your 
mind at ease. That’s why two respected 
organizations partnered to bring you 
this brochure: the American College 
of Mohs Surgery, which promotes 
fellowships and rigorous training 
guidelines for Mohs surgeons, and The 
Skin Cancer Foundation, a charitable 
organization that informs consumers 
about the latest in prevention, early 
detection and treatment of skin cancer.

BASAL CELL  
CARCINOMA (BCC): 
> 4 million cases

SQUAMOUS CELL  
CARCINOMA (SCC):
> 1 million cases

MELANOMA: 
> 85,000 cases
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Mohs Surgery Step by Step  
  

Depending on the location of your skin cancer, you  
may be able to wear your street clothes, or you may 
need to put on a hospital gown. The Mohs surgeon 
examines the spot where you had your biopsy and may 
mark it with a pen for reference. The doctor positions 
you for best access, which may mean sitting up or lying 
down. A surgical drape is placed over the area. If your 
skin cancer is on your face, that may mean you can’t 
see what’s happening, but the doctor talks you through 
it. The surgeon then injects a local anesthesia, which 
numbs the area completely. You stay awake throughout 
the procedure.

 Using a scalpel, the surgeon removes a thin layer of 
visible cancerous tissue. Some skin cancers may be “the 
tip of the iceberg,” meaning they have roots or extensions 
that aren’t visible from the surface. The lab analysis, 
which comes next, will determine that. Your wound is 
bandaged temporarily and you can relax while the lab 
work begins.

What is Mohs Surgery?
Mohs surgery is performed by doctors who are specially 
trained to fulfill three roles:

1. as the surgeon who removes the cancerous tissue

2. as the pathologist who analyzes the lab specimens

3. as the surgeon who closes or reconstructs the wound

The procedure is done in stages, all in one visit, while the 
patient waits between each stage. After removing a layer of 
tissue, the surgeon examines it under a microscope in an 
on-site lab. If any cancer cells remain, the surgeon knows 
the exact area where they are and removes another layer 
of tissue from that precise location, while sparing as much 
healthy tissue as possible. The doctor repeats this process 
until no cancer cells remain.

Mohs surgery is the gold standard for treating many basal 
cell carcinomas (BCCs) and squamous cell carcinomas 
(SCCs), including those in cosmetically and functionally 
important areas around the eyes, nose, lips, ears, scalp, 
fingers, toes or genitals. Mohs is also recommended for 
BCCs or SCCs that are large, aggressive or growing rapidly, 
that have indistinct edges, or have recurred after previous 
treatment. Some surgeons are also successfully using Mohs 
surgery on certain cases of melanoma.

Advantages of Mohs Surgery
Efficient, cost-effective treatment:
• Single-visit outpatient surgery

• Local anesthesia

• Lab work done on-site

Precise results:
• Physician examines 100% of tumor margins

• Spares healthy tissue

• Leaves the smallest scar possible

The highest cure rate: 
• Up to 99% for a skin cancer  

that has not been treated before

• Up to 94% for a skin cancer that  
has recurred after previous treatment

1

2



 Once the site is clear of all cancer cells, the wound may 
be left open to heal or the surgeon may close it with 
stitches. This depends on its size and location. In some 
cases, a wound may need reconstruction with a skin flap, 
where neighboring tissue is moved into the wound, or 
possibly a skin graft. In some cases, your Mohs surgeon 
may coordinate the repair of your wound with another 
specialist such as a plastic surgeon, oculoplastic surgeon 
or hand surgeon. In most instances, however, the 
Mohs surgeon will repair the wound immediately after 
obtaining clear margins. 

 

 If more than one or two rounds are needed, the entire 
process can take up to several hours, so be prepared for 
that. It’s worth it, though, because this precise technique 
has the highest cure rate of any treatment method and 
can save the greatest amount of healthy tissue, leaving 
the smallest scar possible. Carefully follow your doctor’s 
instructions for wound care, scar care and follow-up to 
achieve the best outcome.
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 The surgeon cuts the tissue into sections, color codes 
them with dyes and draws a map of the surgical site. In 
the lab, a technician freezes the divided tissue, then cuts 
very thin horizontal slices like a layer cake. The slices are 
placed on microscope slides, stained and covered. This 
meticulous process takes time.

    

 Using a microscope, the surgeon examines all the edges 
and underside of the tissue on the slides and, if any 
cancer cells remain, marks their location on the map. The 
physician then lets you know whether you need another 
layer of tissue removed.

 Back in the operating room, the surgeon injects more 
anesthesia if needed and removes another layer of skin, 
precisely where the cancer cells remain, based on the 
map. Then, while you wait, the lab work begins again. 
This entire process is repeated as many times as needed 
until there are no more cancer cells.
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Protect Yourself
If you have been diagnosed with skin cancer, there is a good 
chance you will develop more skin cancers. Early detection is 
key for the best outcome. 

  It is important to follow up with your doctor and 
schedule regular skin checks. 

  Between appointments, watch for changes on your 
skin and let your doctor know if a mole or lesion 
bleeds and doesn’t heal within a few weeks.

  Remember to help prevent future skin cancers by 
covering up with clothing, hats and sunglasses. 

  The Skin Cancer Foundation advises everyone to use a 
broad-spectrum sunscreen with an SPF of 15 or higher 
every day. For extended outdoor activity, use a water-
resistant, broad-spectrum sunscreen with an SPF of 30 
or higher. Reapply every two hours or after swimming 
or sweating. 

American College of Mohs Surgery
MohsCollege.org

Founded in 1967 by Frederic E. Mohs, MD, the American College of Mohs 
Surgery is a membership organization of 1,400 fellowship-trained skin 
cancer and reconstructive surgeons specializing in Mohs. For one to two 
years after their dermatology residency, members have received rigorous, 
hands-on training from experienced practitioners, performing a minimum of 
500 cases.

Learn more at www.skincancermohssurgery.org

The Skin Cancer Foundation
SkinCancer.org

Founded in 1979 by Perry Robins, MD, who helped to promote Mohs surgery 
in the U.S. and around the world, The Skin Cancer Foundation is the only 
international organization devoted solely to education, prevention, early 
detection and prompt treatment of the world’s most common cancer.

Visit SkinCancer.org for more information and advice.


