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BLOOD TEST REVEALS SKIN CANCER SPREAD 

A SIMPLE blood test could be used to identify patients whose melanoma – the 
most serious form of skin cancer – has started to spread to other parts of the 
body, according to research presented at the National Cancer Research Institute 
(NCRI) Cancer Conference in Liverpool today (Monday).

Researchers from Dundee examined DNA shed from tumour cells into the 
bloodstream, looking at a single gene called TFP12.

The gene usually helps to stop healthy skin cells growing out of control, which 
could potentially lead to cancer. But the researchers found that in melanoma 
patients it acquires chemical ‘tags’ – known as DNA methylation – that switch this 
gene off. 

They also found that levels of this ‘switch off’ correlated with whether or not the 
cancer had spread around the body. Early stage tumours had relatively low levels 
of DNA methylation, while advanced cancers had much higher levels, suggesting 
the gene was more tightly shut down. 

The results suggest that measuring the levels of methylated TFP12 in DNA in the 
blood could be a useful test to inform doctors whether a patient’s melanoma has 
started to spread and needs additional treatment.

 Dr Tim Crook, study author based at the University of Dundee, said: “Once 
melanoma starts to spread it becomes more difficult to treat. But actually 
detecting whether or not it has started to spread is also challenging.

“By using a blood test we could develop a very simple and non-invasive way 
of looking at how far the disease has progressed. This would give doctors and 
patients this vital information much sooner than is possible at the moment, 
and help to plan the course of treatment that gives the best possible chance of 
beating the disease.”

The study was supported by Barts and the London Charity, The Brain Tumour 
Research Charity (BTRC), The Leng Foundation, The Medical Research Council, 
and Tayside Tissue Bank.

The same team has identified another potential biomarker – NT5E. This gene 
appears to become methylated and switched off as melanoma first develops. 
But if NT5E becomes unmethylated again, the gene is reactivated and helps the 
disease to spread more aggressively.

The researchers suggest that NT5E could be a possible target for developing new 
treatments to tackle melanoma, particularly for aggressive cancers that have 
spread to the brain, lungs and other organs. 

Professor Charlotte Proby, Cancer Research UK dermatologist based at the 
University of Dundee, said: “Using blood tests to assess the landscape of our DNA 
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is a simple way to learn more about what’s going on under the skin. The switching 
on and off of certain genes seems to affect when, where and why the melanoma 
spreads. Our goal is to develop a panel of similar biomarkers that will help us to 
accurately detect those patients needing extra treatment to fight their melanoma.

Dr Harpal Kumar, chief executive of Cancer Research UK and chair of the NCRI, 
said: “Thanks to research, more than eight in 10 people now survive melanoma 
for at least 10 years. But there’s still more work to be done to improve things 
further, particularly for those patients whose cancer has spread to other organs.

“This work could lead to quicker diagnosis and potentially new treatments, giving 
patients and doctors an even better chance of beating the disease.” 
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Notes to editors
View the conference abstract here: 
http://conference.ncri.org.uk/abstracts/2013/abstracts/A101.htm

About the NCRI Cancer Conference
The National Cancer Research Institute (NCRI) Cancer Conference is the UK’s 
major forum for showcasing the best British and international cancer research. 
The Conference offers unique opportunities for networking and sharing 
knowledge by bringing together world-leading experts from all cancer research 
disciplines. The ninth annual NCRI Cancer Conference is taking place from 3–6 
November 2013 at the BT Convention Centre in Liverpool. Roche is the principal 
sponsor of the 2013 NCRI Cancer Conference.
For more information visit conference.ncri.org.uk

About the NCRI 
The National Cancer Research Institute (NCRI) was established in 2001. It is a UK-
wide partnership between the government, charity and industry which promotes 
cooperation in cancer research.  
NCRI members are: the Association of the British Pharmaceutical Industry (ABPI); 
Association for International Cancer Research; Biotechnology and Biological 
Sciences Research Council; Breakthrough Breast Cancer; Breast Cancer 
Campaign; Cancer Research UK; Children with Cancer UK; Department of Health; 
Economic and Social Research Council; Leukaemia & Lymphoma Research; 
Ludwig Institute for Cancer Research; Macmillan Cancer Support; Marie Curie 
Cancer Care; Medical Research Council; Northern Ireland Health and Social 
Care (Research & Development Office); Prostate Cancer UK; Roy Castle Lung 
Cancer Foundation; Scottish Government Health Directorates (Chief Scientist 
Office); Tenovus; Welsh Government (National Institute for Social Care and Health 
Research); The Wellcome Trust; and Yorkshire Cancer Research. 
For more information visit www.ncri.org.uk


