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Executive summary
Although links between melanoma
and sun exposure have been well
explored in scientific literature, there
lacks a comprehensive index of
research into the different potential
levels of risk across the UK, dependent
on location and other risk factors.
The COVID-19 pandemic has had
an impact on individuals’ leisure and
holiday habits, yet little research has
been conducted as to what impact
new routines have had on the risk
factors associated with melanoma.

Bristol Myers Squibb has come
together with Melanoma UK and
Melanoma Focus to understand
the general public’s awareness and
understanding of melanoma, as
well as their attitudes to sun
safety and sunbeds.
This report summarises results from
a survey completed by 2,354 adults
from the UK general population.
Our findings show that more
is needed to be done to raise
awareness of how to spot
melanoma before it develops,
recognise the common risk factors
associated with the condition, and
know how the public can protect
themselves and others from the sun
and other artificial sources of light.
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Introduction
In the last decade alone, melanoma incidence in the UK has risen by around
a third (32%), and the number of people diagnosed with melanoma is
projected to continue growing.1 However, despite its increasing prevalence,
awareness of the disease remains low.
Research suggests that up to
86% of melanomas are
preventable.1 Increasing
awareness of the risk factors
is therefore key to reducing
the number of people being
diagnosed with melanoma.
However, a significant knowledge
gap exists regarding the
associated risk factors, such
as sun exposure.
The COVID-19 pandemic had a
range of effects on people and
their behaviours, including their
patterns of working and time
spent outside2 – but little
research has been conducted
on the impact of new routines
on risk factors associated
with melanoma.
Assessing the attitudes and
opinions of people in the UK
towards melanoma, as well as
their understanding of risk
factors and the role of sun
safety behaviours, is an important
step to addressing the challenges
that exist along the melanoma
patient pathway, particularly
regarding diagnosis. As rates of
melanoma continue to increase,
there is a need to improve
understanding of the risk
factors, the signs and symptoms
of melanoma and how to
seek help to improve
patients’ outcomes.
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About this report
On behalf of Bristol Myers Squibb, Ipsos MORI conducted an
online survey in the United Kingdom among 2,354 adults aged 18+.
Fieldwork took place between 23 September and 3 December 2021.

Breakdown of participants
Totals may not sum if participants did not answer all questions.
Total participants
Sex
Age

Region

Working status
Knowledge of melanoma
 oncern about damage
C
to skin

2,354
Male: 1,095
Female: 1,249
18-29: 418
30-39: 385
40-49: 444
50-59: 433
60-69: 384
70+: 262
England: 850
Scotland: 500
Wales: 500
Northern Ireland: 500
Working: 1,446
Not working: 820
Knowledgeable: 508
Not knowledgeable: 1,846
Concerned: 1,391
Not concerned: 904

This report contextualises and summarises the results of the survey.
Although links between melanoma and sun exposure have been
well explored in scientific literature, a comprehensive index of
research that addresses public awareness of melanoma is currently
lacking. This report summarises the current levels of public awareness
of melanoma, as illustrated by public polling, and offers
recommendations to further raise awareness and influence
sun safety behaviours.
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The findings
by numbers

75%

of participants claimed to
have a low level knowledge
of melanoma

60%

of participants don’t know
that having lots of moles is a
common risk factor for melanoma

20%

In summer, only 20% of
participants said that they
always use sunscreen outdoors
in the UK compared to the
55% who always use sunscreen
outdoors when on holiday abroad,
somewhere hot and sunny

66%

of those aged 18-29 understand
that using sunbeds can increase
a person’s risk of developing
malignant melanoma

4

48%

of participants don’t know
whether the statement ‘Less than
5% of melanoma cases are thought
to be preventable’ is true or false

53%

Men (53%) are more likely than
women (45%) to check their moles
at least once a month

22%

of participants state that they
either rarely use sunscreen or do
not use sunscreen at all in the UK
outdoors in the summer months

36%

Over a third of participants (36%)
who rarely or never wear sunscreen
in the UK in summer and winter do
so because they feel they do not
need sunscreen when it is cold
or cloudy

46%

of 18-29-year-olds understood the
statement ‘melanoma is the fifth
most common cancer in the UK’
to be true

Melanoma Awareness Matters

Summary of
recommendations
Our recommendations
regarding the
understanding and
awareness of melanoma
• The lack of awareness of
melanoma among the public
means it is harder to spot
the signs and symptoms of
melanoma at a point where
early diagnosis is possible.
The NHS across all four nations
of the UK need to provide clear
information about melanoma,
what to look for and how often
people should check their skin,
and ensure that this information
is signposted properly
• The NHS across all four nations of
the UK must provide information
on the risk factors associated with
melanoma, as well as support on
how best to mitigate them

• Although self-check habits
among those with a selfreported good level of knowledge
of melanoma are positive,
healthcare professionals must
be equipped and willing to
proactively provide information
to people with lower levels of
knowledge about their risk of
developing melanoma
• NHS Health Checks for those
over 40 (and devolved
equivalents, such as NHS
Scotland’s Keep Well programme)
should include a check on moles
as a primary risk factor, including
checks to their colour, shape,
size and the appearance of any
new moles

• Healthcare professionals must be
equipped to provide information
on recommended sun safety
habits and techniques to those
who are at higher risk about the
damage from UV rays
• If NHS Health Checks for those
over 40 (or devolved equivalents,
such as NHS Scotland’s Keep Well
programme) include a check on
moles, those who have possible
signs of melanoma found during
their check should be given clear
and concise information on the
risk of skin cancer from UV rays

Our recommendations
regarding attitudes to sun
safety and sunbeds
• The risk of cancer from UV rays
is present for everyone but is
especially prominent for those
in higher risk groups. The NHS
across all four nations of the UK
must ensure messaging around
the potential harms from UV
damage is provided to everyone
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Understanding and
awareness of melanoma
Although sometimes thought of as synonymous, melanoma and skin cancer
are not the same. Melanoma is one of the major forms of skin cancer, alongside
squamous cell carcinoma and basal cell carcinoma.3,4

The number of
people developing
melanoma is rising
and it is now the fifth
most common cancer
in the UK.
Approximately 16,700 people
in the UK are diagnosed with
melanoma each year, though
86% of melanoma cases in
the UK are preventable.1

6

Awareness of melanoma
Although melanoma can occur
at any age, it is more common
in older people as the risk of
melanoma increases with age.1
However, more than 1 in 4 skin
cancer cases are diagnosed in
people under 50, which is
unusual compared with most
other types of cancer.5
Melanoma is one of the most
common cancers in people
aged 15–34.6
It is important for people to
understand what melanoma is,
especially given its ability to
spread to other organs if it is
not treated at an early stage.7
Three quarters of participants
in the survey (75%) stated that
they knew only a little or hardly
anything about melanoma, with
only a quarter stating that they
knew a lot or a fair amount. Of
those that did say they knew
a lot or a fair amount (n=593),
there was little variation across
the four UK nations, with 26%
from England, 20% from
Scotland, 24% from Wales and
22% from Northern Ireland.

People from the North West of
England (n=111) were more
likely to be able to understand
‘melanoma is more common
in individuals under 30 years
of age’ to be false, compared
to those from Greater London
(n=131) who were least able
to (45% in the North West
compared to 29% in
Greater London).
Only half of participants (51%)
understood the statement
‘melanoma is the fifth most
common cancer in the UK’ to be
true. This was more frequently
correctly identified by older
people. For example, only 46%
of 18–29-year-olds correctly
identified this, compared to 53%
of those aged over 70. Half of
survey participants (50%) were also
unable to draw the link between
melanoma and increased age, with
51% of participants not knowing
whether ‘melanoma is more
common in individuals under
30 years of age’ is true.
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86%
of melanoma
cases in the
UK are
preventable
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As over 2,300 people die in the
UK of melanoma each year,1 it is
imperative that people understand
the risk factors associated with the
condition, to be able to identify
and treat it before it worsens.

Despite its prevalence and its
ability to affect all age groups,
there remains a consistent lack of
understanding of melanoma, its
causes, and its impact within the
UK. It is important that the public
is educated about melanoma, so
individuals can spot melanoma in
themselves or a loved one as soon
as possible before the melanoma
potentially spreads.

We listed the common risk factors
associated with melanoma and
asked participants to identify
whether they thought each one
was a risk factor that could increase
a person’s chance of developing
melanoma. 40% of participants
understood that having lots of
moles on your body is a common
risk factor that increase a person’s
chance of developing melanoma.
64% understood that individuals
who have had damaged skin
through sunburn, and those who

Understanding the risk
factors associated with
melanoma
In recent years, melanoma has
become more common in the
UK across all age groups, with a
potential cause thought to be
the increased exposure to intense
sunlight while on holiday abroad.5

have had sunburn by artificial
sources of light (such as those from
sunbeds), also increase the chance
of developing melanoma.
Research has shown that the risk
of melanoma is approximately
doubled in people with a family
history of the same disease,
compared to people without such
a family history.8 However, only
a quarter of survey participants
(25%) understood having a
close relative who has had
melanoma increases a person’s
chance of developing melanoma.
Furthermore, 1 in 10 participants
(10%) did not know if any of
the listed common risk factors
increased a person’s chance of
developing melanoma.

% of respondents who correctly recognised the common risk
factors of melanoma (n=2,354)

64% Have previously damaged skin through sunburn
62% Have had repeated sunburn, by artificial sources of light
48% Have pale skin that burns easily
47% Have had a previous diagnosis of cancer
40% Have lots of moles
27% Have previously damaged skin from radiotherapy treatment
25% Have a close relative who has had melanoma
19% Have lots of freckles
10% Don’t know
9% None of the above
8
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Understanding moles
The most common risk factor
associated with melanoma is
the appearance of a new mole
or a change in an existing mole
anywhere on the body. In men
the most commonly affected
area is the back, and in woman
the most common area is on
the legs. Although uncommon,
melanomas can still occur in areas
that are usually protected from the
sun, such as the scalp.5 As such,
it is imperative that individuals
regularly check themselves either
for existing moles that might
change shape, colour or size, or
check for appearances of new
moles to detect melanoma
as soon as possible.
Despite its importance, a third of
participants (33%) stated that
neither they nor someone else ever
checked their moles for changes.
57% of all participants stated they
checked their moles for changes,
with those aged over 70 (those
most at risk for melanoma) being
most likely to check; 73% stated
they check moles for changes.
When asked about how frequently
they checked their moles, the
majority of participants (92%)
reported checking at least once a
year. Those who reported knowing
‘a lot’ or ‘a fair amount’ about
melanoma (n=119), as well as
those who were ‘very’ or ‘fairly’
concerned about damage to skin
from ultraviolet rays (n=244),
were more likely to check for
changes to moles more frequently.
The most common changes
to moles are changes in shape,
size and colour. Among
participants who stated they
or someone else checks their
moles (n=325), three quarters
(75%) stated they checked for

their moles getting bigger, 81%
checked for their moles changing
shape, 78% checked for their
moles changing colour and 69%
checked for bleeding moles.
However, a lower proportion of
participants stated that they
check for their moles becoming
crusty, for moles that are itchy or
sore, or for new moles (59%,
57% and 42% respectively).
These are also potential signs
of melanoma and should be
checked as regularly as changes
to shape, size and colour.9

Regularly
checking skin can
help lead to an
early diagnosis,
and if melanoma
is detected at an
early stage, any
subsequent treatment
is more li5kely to be
successful.
As such, it is imperative that
individuals know and are aware
of the risk factors associated
with the condition to
protect themselves.

Our recommendations
Given the current levels of
awareness of melanoma
among the public, as well as the
importance of understanding
risk factors associated with
the condition, more needs to
be done to ensure the risks
associated with melanoma
are understood.
• The lack of awareness of
melanoma among the public
means it is harder to spot
the signs and symptoms of
melanoma at a point where
early diagnosis is possible.
The NHS across all four
nations of the UK need
to provide clear information
about melanoma, what to
look for and how often people
should check their skin and
ensure that this information is
signposted properly
• Although self-check habits
among those with a selfreported good level of
knowledge of melanoma
are positive, healthcare
professionals must be
equipped and willing
to proactively provide
information to patients with a
lower level of knowledge who
may be at risk of developing
melanoma in the future
• As one of the primary risk
factors of melanoma, NHS
Health Checks for those over
40 (and devolved equivalents,
such as NHS Scotland’s Keep
Well programme) should
include a check on moles,
including checks to their
shape, size and colour, as well
as the appearance of any
new moles
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Attitudes to sun
safety and sunbeds
Although spending time outside is promoted as a way to stay healthy and
ensure people get the recommended intake of Vitamin D,10 it is important that
everyone understands the potential risks that can occur due to the effect of
ultraviolet (UV) light, an invisible type of radiation that comes from the sun,
and from artificial light products such as sunbeds and sun lights.10

Despite the benefits
of sunlight, too much
UV radiation from the
sun or from sunbeds
can damage the
DNA in skin cells
and become a
potential cause11 for
skin cancer.
In the UK almost 9 in 10 cases
of melanoma could be prevented
by staying safe in the sun and
avoiding sunbeds.11
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Sun safety awareness
Although the risk of skin cancer
from UV rays is present for
everyone, some individuals have
a potentially higher risk. This
includes those with skin that
burns easily, those who have
light or fair coloured skin or hair,
and those with lots of moles
or freckles.12 Despite the risk,
only 16% of participants stated
they were very concerned about
damage to the skin from UV rays,
with a further 31% stating they
were not very concerned.
Across the UK, a majority of
participants from each of the four
UK nations stated that they were
at least fairly concerned about
the damage from UV (see chart
below). The highest proportion of
people with low concern was in
Scotland, where 40% stated that
they were either not very or not at
all concerned about the damage.

One method of protection from the
sun’s UV rays is using sunscreen.
Although it can’t provide 100%
protection from the sun, it can
be helpful for taking care of skin
that clothing or shade cannot
cover, such as the face, ears, feet,
and backs of hands. A higher
sun protection factor (SPF) can
protect the skin better than a
lower SPF; the NHS recommends
that individuals wear at least
SPF of 30 during the summer
months.12 Despite the need to wear
sunscreen, responses on the use
of sunscreen in the survey showed
that its use among the general
public is relatively low; only 51% of
participants always or frequently
personally use sunscreen outdoors
in the UK in summer months.
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Concern about damage from UV rays across the UK
England (n=850)

16% Very concerned
44% Fairly concerned
31% Not very concerned
7% Not at all concerned
3% Don’t know
Wales (n=500)

16% Very concerned
48% Fairly concerned
28% Not very concerned
6% Not at all concerned
3% Don’t know
Northern Ireland (n=500)

18% Very concerned
47% Fairly concerned
28% Not very concerned
7% Not at all concerned
1% Don’t know
Scotland (n=500)

15% Very concerned
43% Fairly concerned
33% Not very concerned
7% Not at all concerned
2% Don’t know
12

The sun is often strong enough
to cause damage in the UK all
year round, even when it is cloudy.
The sun can be strong enough to
cause sunburn from mid-March to
mid-October in the UK.12 Despite
its year-round risk, responses to
the survey showed that over half
of participants (56%) never wear
sunscreen outdoors in the UK in
winter months. The general public’s
lack of knowledge of the risk of UV
rays is demonstrated by the fact
that over a third of participants
(36%) who rarely or never wear
sunscreen in the UK in summer and
winter do so because they feel they
do not need sunscreen when it
is cold or cloudy.
According to the survey results,
those who reported knowing ‘a lot’
or ‘a fair amount’ about melanoma
(n=508) were less likely to never
use sunscreen (46% compared
to the 60% for those who did
not report knowing ‘a lot’ or a
‘fair amount’ about melanoma
(n=1846)). Those who were
knowledgeable about melanoma
were more likely to always use
sunscreen (15%, compared to 5%
of those who always use sunscreen
but had a lower level of knowledge
about melanoma). It is therefore
important to increase awareness of
the risk of UV rays all year round,
as well as to showcase how
individuals can protect themselves
from the sun.
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The impact of COVID-19

Sunbed risk awareness

Our recommendations

The COVID-19 pandemic has
affected how people travel, work
and enjoy leisure activities, both
during and after periods of official
lockdowns in the UK. According
to research, since the COVID-19
pandemic began, more people are
staying in the UK for holidays.13
However, results from this survey
suggest that attitudes towards
sun safety vary greatly according
to whether people are in the
UK or abroad. In summer, only
20% of participants said that they
always use sunscreen in the UK,
compared to the 55% who always
use sunscreen when abroad on
holiday abroad, somewhere
hot and sunny.

As with the sun, sunbeds,
sunlamps and tanning booths
all give off ultraviolet (UV)
radiation. If skin cells receive
enough UV damage in a high
enough concentration, or over
a long time, it can lead to skin
cancer – including melanoma.14
Furthermore, people who are
frequently exposed to UV rays
before the age of 25 are at
greater risk of developing skin
cancer later in life.15 It is therefore
positive that 75% of participants in
the survey understood that using
sunbeds can increase a person’s
risk of developing malignant
melanoma. However, only 66%
of those aged 18-29 (n=418)
were able to recognise that same
risk, the lowest of any age group
surveyed. As such, it is important
that the risks of sunbeds and
tanning devices using artificial light
are conveyed effectively, especially
to younger people.

Results from the survey suggest
that the risk of cancer from
UV rays is still not as well
understood as it should be, with
sun safety habits particularly
needing to be addressed in
order to ensure everyone in the
UK is protected all year round –
especially those at higher risk.

Almost a quarter of survey
respondents (24%) stated that,
since the start of the COVID-19
pandemic, they have either used
sunscreen less frequently than in
previous years or that they did
not previously use sunscreen and
still do not use sunscreen. Due to
changing habits post-COVID-19,
many people may not realise the
need for sunscreen due to their
perceptions surrounding sun
safety, as well as a lack of
knowledge about the risk of
UV rays in the UK.

Individuals using sunbeds
have an increased risk of UV
damage and skin cancer, but
some people are more at risk
of burning than others. This
includes people with one or
more of the following:
• Skin that burns easily
• Light or fair coloured
skin or hair
• Lots of moles or freckles

• Although the risk of skin
cancer from UV rays is
present for everyone, it is
especially prominent for those
in higher risk groups, such as
those using sunbeds. The NHS
across all four nations of the
UK must ensure messaging
around the potential harms
from UV damage is conveyed
effectively
• Healthcare professionals
must be equipped to provide
information on recommended
sun safety habits and
techniques to those who
are at higher risk about the
damage from UV rays
• If NHS Health Checks for
those over 40 (or devolved
equivalents, such as NHS
Scotland’s Keep Well
programme) include a check
on moles, those who have
possible signs of melanoma
found during their check
should be given clear and
concise information on
the risk of skin cancer
from UV rays

• A history of sunburn
• A personal family history
of skin cancer12
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Conclusion
The risk of melanoma is present for everyone. The UK public need to be aware of
the signs and symptoms of melanoma to protect themselves and those they care
about, as well as take proactive steps to reduce the risk of developing melanoma.
The survey results suggest that
melanoma awareness is not as
high as it should be. More needs
to be done to raise awareness of
how to spot melanoma before
it develops. Clear and concise
information should be provided to
the public to ensure that everyone
is aware of what to look out for and
how often they should check their
skin. It is also vital that the public
is better made aware of the risk of
melanoma from UV rays, with the
survey showing sun safety habits
are still lacking across the UK.
To ensure that the general public
is protected and aware of the
threat of melanoma, we have
made a series of recommendations
throughout this report aimed at
improving general awareness.
These recommendations have
been developed by Bristol
Myers Squibb with support from
Melanoma UK and Melanoma
Focus, to ensure we all remain
protected against the risks
of melanoma.
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Methodology
The Melanoma Awareness Matters
survey was developed by Bristol
Myers Squibb in partnership with
Melanoma Focus and Melanoma
UK. Following an audit of existing
melanoma awareness research
during 2020, it was found that
limited information was available
on the general public’s awareness
of melanoma, as well as the current
prevailing attitudes towards sun
and skin safety.
The Melanoma Awareness
Matters survey was conducted by
Ipsos MORI during August and
September 2021. Polling consisted
of an online survey completed by
2,354 adults from the UK general
population. To generate evidence
specific to each UK nation, a
minimum of 500 participants
responded from England, Wales,
Scotland and Northern Ireland.
Quotas were also set on gender,
age, geographic area of residence,
working status and level of
education and the final data
weighted to this audience.

The intention of the survey was
to understand the public’s current
awareness of melanoma (and
skin cancer), the understanding of
its associated risk factors, current
sun safety behaviours and what
impact, if any, the COVID-19
pandemic had on attitudes
towards melanoma and
sun safety.
Some of the information collected
through the survey is reliant on
participants’ memory, as well as
their estimates when recounting
figures relating to frequency.
This may mean that some of the
information which was collected
may be either incomplete or
biased towards answers that may
be more memorable. As such,
supplementary desk research was
undertaken by Bristol Myers Squibb
to provide context to the results
of the survey.
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