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Add Dermoscopy to Methods for Melanoma Dx

BY DOUG BRUNK
San Diego Bureau

SAN DIEGO — Dermoscopy can help
you reliably diagnose melanomas as small
as 3 mm, James W. Steger, M.D., said at a
melanoma update sponsored by the
Scripps Clinic.

“The best method of diagnosis is not
your naked eye by itself or dermoscopy
by itself, but using your clinical judg-
ment and both of those things,” said Dr.
Steger, who chairs the department of
dermatology at Naval Medical Center
San Diego.
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In a prospective study of 349 patients
with 375 pigmented lesions that required
biopsy for diagnosis, 161 of the lesions
ranged in size from 1 to 6 mm. Of these,
13 (8%) were melanomas (Eur. J. Derma-
tol. 2002;12:573-6).

Clinical diagnosis alone detected 10 of
13 melanomas correctly, for a sensitivity of
77% and specificity of 74%. Dermoscopy
alone also detected 10 of 13 melanomas
correctly, for a sensitivity of 77% and a
specificity of 72%.

Another challenging area for dermatol-
ogists is diagnosing early-stage nodular
melanomas. Dr. Steger explained that
nodular melanomas grow relatively fast
and differ clinically from superficial spread-
ing malignant melanomas. Small nodular
melanomas are usually symmetrical and of
a single color.

“They tend to be elevated and dome
shaped. And they tend to be firm be-
cause of all the cellularity in those tu-
mors,” he explained. “When they get ma-
ture, they start to weep, encrust, and
ulcerate.”

Consequently, he added, the ABCD rule
for the diagnosis of superficial spreading
malignant melanomas does not apply to
nodular melanomas. Instead, consider the
EFG rule, where E means the lesion is el-
evated, F means the lesion is firm, and G
means it’s been growing progressively for
1 month. The G “is of primary impor-
tance” according to the new rule’s origi-
nator, John W. Kelly, M.D., Director, Vic-
torian Melanoma Service, Alfred Hospital,
Melbourne (The Melanoma Letter
2004;22:2).

Dr. Steger added that on dermoscopy,
“some clinically amelanotic lesions may
show areas of light or medium brown
pigmentation. Atypical vascular patterns
may also be seen.”

If you plan to learn dermoscopy, the eas-
iest screening algorithms to use include
the three-color test and the three-criteria
checklist, Dr. Steger said.

In a study of the three-color test, the
presence of three or more colors seen in
the lesion on dermoscopy yielded sensi-
tivity for melanoma that ranged from 92%
to 97% (Br. J. Dermatol. 2002;146:481-4).
However, melanoma was wrongly diag-
nosed about 50% of the time.

“So you’ll be biopsying more benign le-

sions [with the three-color test], but that’s
OK,” Dr. Steger added.

The three-criteria checklist includes
asymmetry of color of dermoscopic struc-
tures, atypical pigment network, and any
blue or white colors that appear on der-
moscopy.

When used by six clinicians who were
new to dermoscopy, the checklist yielded
a sensitivity of 96% and a specificity of
33% (Dermatology 2004;208:27-31).

“The value of both of these algorithms

is in screening,” he said. “These are good
techniques that all of us can use. When in
doubt, biopsy.”

To get started in dermoscopy, Dr. Steger
recommends reading dermatology litera-
ture on the topic and taking one of the in-
troductory courses offered by the Ameri-
can Academy of Dermatology and other
organizations.

He also recommends “Dermoscopy:
The Essentials,” by Robert H. Johr, M.D.,
et al. (Philadelphia: Mosby, 2004). m
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