
 

Australian researchers attribute drop in
melanoma rates to increasingly diverse
population
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Researchers from QIMR Berghofer have found that declining melanoma
rates among young Australians have been influenced by the country's
increasingly diverse population and more varied skin tones.

According to the new research, almost 30% of young Australians now
have a low to moderate risk of melanoma because of their ancestry and
darker skin tones. The research was published in the Medical Journal of
Australia.

While public health campaigns like the "Slip! Slop! Slap!" ads of the
1980s have been credited with reducing melanoma rates, the study led by
Professor David Whiteman, who has spent the past 30 years researching
skin cancer, suggests that demographic changes have also been a
significant factor.

"Melanoma incidence has risen steeply over time in people over 50, but
has fallen steadily among young Australians," Professor Whiteman said.

"Health practitioners attribute this to the success of the public campaigns
that commenced decades ago. However, those assessments do not
recognize Australia's increasing population diversity with respect to
melanoma risk.

"More than half of Australia's population are either born overseas or
have a parent who was born overseas, so there is now a much higher
proportion of people whose ancestry places them at lower risk of
melanoma than those with ancestry traced to Great Britain and northern
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Europe."

The researchers found the estimated proportion of Australians at high
risk of melanoma had dropped from 85.3% in 2006 to 71% in 2021.

They used detailed census data to model melanoma rates by age group
among those with high, moderate, and low-risk ancestry, to test whether
the declining melanoma incidence in the young was all explained by
fewer people in those younger age groups being at high risk.

Professor Whiteman said that while immigration did explain part of the
fall in melanoma rates, they also found a drop in melanoma rates among
young, fair-skinned Australians with European ancestry. Professor
Whiteman said this could partly be explained by lifestyle changes.

"Young people in industrialized countries are spending more time inside
on screens and less time outside, with consecutive studies indicating this
could be contributing to lower rates of melanoma," he said.

The United States and New Zealand have also seen a reduction in
melanoma rates among young people of European ancestry, which
suggests those populations have experienced similar changes in lifestyle
and sun exposure to Australia.

"While sun protection campaigns have been prominent in Australia for
many years, they have been much less common in the United States and
New Zealand. So, it seems unlikely that the observed reductions in
melanoma rates in those countries could be attributed to organized
public health activities," Professor Whiteman said.

However, he said national prevention and education efforts were still
crucial to reducing rates of the preventable and potentially deadly
cancer.
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"Since most melanomas are linked to sun exposure, which can be
controlled, and considering Australians are often exposed to intense
sunlight for much of the year, we need to continue our national public
health campaigns."

  More information: David C Whiteman et al, Changes in the incidence
of melanoma in Australia, 2006–2021, by age group and ancestry: a
modelling study, Medical Journal of Australia (2024). DOI:
10.5694/mja2.52404
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