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Frolicking at the beach, picnics in the sunshine and outdoor barbecues make it easy to forget 

about sun protection. But neglecting to apply sunscreen before having fun in the sun can have 

serious consequences. In fact, 85 percent of melanomas, the deadliest form of cancer, are 

caused by the sun, according to the Skin Cancer Foundation. The sun emits powerful rays, 

called ultraviolet A (UVA) and ultraviolet B (UVB), both of which can cause premature skin aging, 

eye damage (including cataracts), and skin cancer by triggering mutations in the skin's DNA. 

UVB is the main cause of sunburn and tends to damage the skin's upper skin layers. 

 Alarmingly, while other types of cancers are dropping, cases of skin cancer are on the rise. One 

person dies of melanoma every hour. Each year more, new cases of skin cancer are reported 

than the combined incidence of cancers of the breast, prostate, lung and colon. The popularity of 

tanning beds is believed to contribute to this increase. The good news is it's easy to protect 

yourself and reduce your risk by taking a proactive approach. 

Apply early and often 

Using sunscreen can cut your risk of melanoma in half, studies show. The key lies in the proper 

application. Although the sun's rays can burn the skin at any time of the year, it's strongest 

between 10 a.m. and 4 p.m. from April to October in the U.S.  

The most common mistake people make is putting on sunscreen when they're already on site at 

the activity, says Michael Swann, MD, a board certified dermatologist in Springfield, Missouri. 

"Sunscreen needs time to bind to the skin, which takes 15 to 20 minutes of your skin being cool. 

Ironically, your skin may actually be more sun sensitive when your skin is glistening immediately 

after putting on sunscreen." Swann recommends making sunscreen application routine, 

especially for areas of the skin that get the most exposure, such as the face, neck and hands.  

Once is not enough, however. Reapply sunscreen every two hours, regardless of whether or not 

it's water resistant, says Delphine Lee, MD, PhD, dermatologist and director of the 

Dirks/Dougherty Laboratory for Cancer Research and Department of Translational 

Immunology at John Wayne Cancer Institute at Providence Saint John's Health Center in 

Santa Monica, Calif. "Sunscreen is sweated off or rubbed off within two hours." 



 

The more the merrier  

In addition to early and frequent application, don't be afraid to slather it on. "Most people don't put 

on enough sunscreen," says Lee. The general rule is one ounce (approximately two tablespoons) 

per application (enough to fill a shot glass), which covers a regular-size person. "If you apply it 

correctly, and reapply every two hours, you should go through a four-ounce bottle of lotion within 

a day at the beach," she adds, noting that many people go through the whole summer season 

without using an entire bottle, a sure sign they're not using enough. And always check the 

expiration date on sunscreen to ensure it's still effective. "Some of the ingredients may be 

unstable after a certain time," says Lee.  

If a particular sunscreen irritates your skin, try a different formula, suggests Swann. "Sensitive 

skin types will have less irritation when reapplying if they avoid chemical sunscreens and stick 

with mineral ingredients like zinc oxide and titanium dioxide."  

And when it comes to the sun protection factor, aim high. Look for an SPF of 30 or more, says 

Debra Jaliman, MD, assistant clinical professor of dermatology at Mount Sinai Health System, 

NY. "This offers 97% of sunscreen protection from UVB light." It should also offer "broad 

spectrum" protection, which blocks both UVA and UVB rays.  

Cover up 

Clothing also offers protection from damaging effects of the sun. "When out for prolonged 

activities in the sun, wearing clothing with a tight fabric weave is really helpful," says 

Swann. "Breathable athletic shirts work quite well despite not having an SPF rating." Wearing a 

hat with a 2-inch rim and dressing in light colored, long sleeved clothing offers good protection, 

says Jaliman. "There's also UPF (ultraviolet protection factor) clothing that blocks rays, usually 

made in UPF 50. And look for sunglasses with UV 400 blocking lenses." A shirt with a UPF of 50 

means that just 1/50th of the sun's UV radiation can reach the skin. In addition to clothes made 

with sun protection, laundry additives are also available you can wash into regular fabrics to 

provide sunscreen.  

Additional precautions 

Sun damage is cumulative, says Swann. "People who have compromised immune systems will 

experience more problems from the same amount of sun exposure. So as you get older, if your 

immune system isn't as fit, then finding shade may be more important." 

As a person ages they become more sensitive to sunlight, says Jaliman. "This means a person 

will experience sunburn in a shorter period of time than at previous times in their life. In addition, 

older adults are more likely to be taking medications that may increase their sensitivity to sun 

exposure (antibiotics, antidepressants: imipramine, antihistamine, benzoyl peroxide, anti-

inflammatories: ibuprofen, naproxen, blood pressure drugs)."  



On the other end of the spectrum, newborns should be kept out of the sun altogether; sunscreens 

should be used on babies after the age of six months. 

When to see a doctor  

Get familiar with your own skin so you can spot any changes to existing moles or new ones that 

crop up, which could be a sign of skin cancer. The American Cancer Society recommends 

performing a monthly check, using a full length mirror and hand held mirror to check all areas, 

including your palms, soles, scalp, ears, nails and back (in men, one out of every three 

melanomas appears on the back). People with a history of melanoma or have had melanoma in 

the past are at higher risk. 

See a doctor immediately if you notice any spots that are new or changing in shape or color. Your 

primary care doctor may refer you to a dermatologist, who will perform a more detailed 

examination to look at the spots more clearly. Skin cancer screenings help detect potentially 

deadly melanomas, increasing the chances they will be cured.  

Keep these tips in mind this summer to enjoy the sun safely. 

 


