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UV PROTECTION

INTRODUCTION

While the sun off ers many benefi ts, such as vitamin D and improvements in mood, we all know there are reasons to defend 
ourselves from its harmful rays. According to the American Cancer Society, an estimated 5.4 million cases of basal skin cancer are 
diagnosed annually, and nearly 3.3 million people are diagnosed with squamous cell skin cancers each year. Overexposure to UV 
radiation can also cause eye cataracts, eye damage, skin aging, growths on the skin, and immune system suppression.

Especially if you are at a higher risk of developing skin cancer, it is imperative to practice every aspect of UV safety including those 
listed below, limiting your exposure to UV rays.

The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services named July as Ultraviolet (UV) Safety Month, with a goal to spread the word 
about how important it is to protect everyone’s skin from the harmful eff ects of UV rays.

UV RADIATION

Radiation has many diff erent types, but UV radiation is a form of electromagnetic radiation and the main source of UV radiation is 
the sun. It is important to note that it can also come from man-made sources such as tanning beds, one of the most dangerous 
sources of UV radiation. In fact, The American Academy of Dermatology reports that indoor tanning may be responsible for an 
estimated 400,000 cases of skin cancer in the United States annually.

The sunlight that reaches your skin is combined of long wave ultraviolet A (UVA) and short-wave ultraviolet B (UVB). UVA rays 
penetrate deep into the dermis, the skin’s thickest layer. UVB rays will usually burn the superfi cial layers of your skin.

TIPS FOR PROTECTING YOUR SKIN FROM UV RADIATION

PROTECTIVE CLOTHING  You can block harmful UV light with protective clothing. Clothes made from tightly woven fabric 
off er the best protection from UV rays, especially long-sleeved shirts and long pants and long skirts, when possible. Dark 
colors generally provide more protection than light colors and dry fabric is usually more protective than wet fabric. 

A typical T-shirt has an SPF rating lower than 15, so use other types of protection as well. If you can see light through a 
fabric, UV rays can get through, too. So, regardless the protection level of your clothing, you should use other methods to 
protect yourself.

There is clothing available that’s lightweight, comfortable, and protects against UV exposure, even when wet. Some brands 
have special coatings to help absorb UV rays. Some sun-protective clothing, certifi ed under international standards, comes 
with information on its UV protection factor (UPF), on a scale from 15 to 50+; the higher the UPF, the better the protection. 

HATS  For the best protection, you need a hat with a wide brim (at least a 2-to-3-inch) that will protect areas that are o� en 
exposed, such as the ears, eyes, forehead, nose, and scalp. Look for a hat with a dark, non-refl ective underside to the brim, 
which will help lower the amount of UV rays reaching the face from refl ective surfaces such as water. 
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Another good option is what’s known as a shade cap, sold in sporting goods and outdoor supply stores. This looks like a 
baseball cap with about seven inches of fabric draping down the sides and back to provide more protection for the neck. 
A baseball cap alone will protect the front and top of the head but not the neck or the ears, where skin cancers commonly 
develop. If you are wearing only a baseball hat, be sure to apply (and reapply) sunscreen on your ears and neck.

A straw hat, even with a wide brim, will not protect you well if it has holes that allow sunlight to pass through. Instead, 
choose a canvas hat or other tightly woven fabric to protect your skin from UV rays. A darker-colored hat may off er more UV 
protection.

SHADE  Whenever possible, stay in the shade to limit your exposure to UV light. This is most important between the hours 
of 10 am and 4 pm when UV radiation is most intense. An easy way to test how strong the sun’s rays are is, if your shadow is 
shorter than you are, the sun’s rays are the strongest. This is important not just in summer months, but year-round, as the sun 
can still cause damage to your skin in the winter and on cloudy days. 

Even if you are in the shade, be cautious of refl ective surfaces, like water, snow, and sand, which can increase the chance of 
sunburn in areas that appear to be shaded. It is always recommended to use sunscreen and wear protective clothing when 
you’re outside, whether you’re in the shade or not.

SUNSCREEN  Sunscreen should not be considered as your fi rst line of defense against harmful UV sunlight. Sunscreen is 
just a fi lter and some UV rays will still get through. That’s why sunscreen should be considered as one part of your overall 
skin protection plan.

Not only do you need to choose the right sunscreen, you also need to apply it correctly. The US Food and Drug 
Administration’s regulations for sunscreen labeling recommend that the sunscreen have a sun protection factor (SPF) of at 
least 15. Additionally, it states that it should protect against both UVA and UVB radiation. 

The higher the SPF number the more UVB protection it provides. When correctly applied, an SPF 50 sunscreen will give 
you the equivalent of 1 minute of UVB rays for each 50 minutes you spend in the sun. 

There are sunscreens available that are labeled with SPFs as high as 100+. While a higher number means more protection, 
there is no sunscreen that protects you completely. SPF 15 sunscreens fi lter out about 93 percent of UVB rays, while SPF 30 
sunscreens fi lter out about 97 percent, SPF 50 sunscreens about 98 percent, and SPF 100 about 99 percent. 

It’s important to note that SPF says nothing about UVA protection. That’s why you need a sunscreen product that is labeled 
“broad-spectrum”, which means it has been tested and proven to protect against both UVA and UVB rays. Broad-spectrum 
sunscreens include chemicals to help protect against UVA rays such as avobenzone, ecamsule, zinc oxide, and titanium 
dioxide. 

According to the National Council on Skin Cancer Prevention, most people apply only 25–50 percent of the 
recommended amount of sunscreen. It is recommended that you apply at least one ounce of sunscreen every two hours 
and reapply if you stay out in the sun for more than two hours and a� er swimming or sweating. Don’t forget to protect your 
lips! There are lip balms with sunscreen available.
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Remember to check the sunscreen’s expiration date, as it has a shelf life of no more than three years. That shelf life will be 
shorter if it has been exposed to high temperatures.

You can gain some additional protection from some makeup that contains sunscreen, such as foundations and lipsticks, but 
you must check the label. If they do not have at least SPF 15, don’t rely on them as a replacement for sunscreen.

ARTIFICIAL UV LIGHT SOURCES  Avoid sources of artifi cial UV light, such as tanning beds and sun lamps. Tanning lamps 
give out UVA and usually UVB rays as well, which can both cause long-term skin damage and can contribute to skin cancer. 

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention stress that indoor tanning signifi cantly increases the risk of developing 
melanoma, basal, and squamous cell cancers, especially if use is started before a person is 30 years old. It also causes 
premature aging of the skin and suppresses the immune system. One alternative option to tanning beds is to use a sunless 
tanning lotion, to achieve a natural glow without the damage. 

Small UV lamps that give off  UVA rays are also used to dry some types of nail polish. The amount given off  is much lower 
than from tanning beds, and the risk of skin cancer from these lamps is thought to be low. But, to be safe, some expert 
groups recommend applying sunscreen to the hands before using one of these lamps.

EYE PROTECTION  Wear UV-blocking sunglasses to protect your eyes and the delicate skin around them, and to reduce 
the risk of cataracts. The American Academy of Ophthalmology notes that many people forget to wear sunglasses that have 
a label that indicates that it protects 99 percent of UV radiation. 

Your ideal pair of sunglasses will block 99 percent to 100 percent of UVA and UVB rays. The label should say “UV 
absorption up to 400 nm” or “Meets ANSI UV Requirements”, which mean the glasses block at least 99 percent of UV rays. 
Sunglasses that are labeled “cosmetic” block about 70 percent of UV rays. If there is no label at all, don’t take a chance. 

UV protection comes from an invisible chemical in or applied to the lenses so, unlike with clothing, darker glasses are not 
necessarily better. Large-framed and wraparound sunglasses will better help protect your eyes from light coming in from the 
sides. 

Take note that while your children may take a fancy to some fun, toy sunglasses, they do need smaller versions of real, UV-
protective sunglasses.

TINTED WINDOWS  Some UV rays can also pass through your car, home, and offi  ce windows. While typical windows will 
block most UVB rays and some UVA rays, your skin may still become damaged. Depending on the type of tinting, tinted 
windows help block more UVA rays. If you spend a large amount of time driving or sitting in an offi  ce seated by a window 
with direct sunlight, UV radiation that comes through windows could pose a risk and you should consider tinting your 
windows. 

UV INDEX  When you plan outdoor activities, consult the Environmental Protection Agency’s UV index, which provides 
information about how much sun protection is needed. The UV index measures the daily intensity of UV rays from the sun 
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on a scale of 1–11, where a lower UV index requires minimal protection and 11 requires maximum protection. 

You should be able to fi nd the UV Index in your local newspaper, TV, radio, and online forecasts, as well as on the EPA’s 
website at www.epa.gov/sunwise/uv-index-1 and in smartphone apps such as www.epa.gov/enviro/uv-index-mobile-
app.

ABCs OF SAFETY

To help you remember the most important tips when spending time outdoors this summer, be sure to follow the ABCs of UV 
safety:

A: Avoid the sun, fi nd shade, go out before 10 am or a� er 4 pm.

B: Block the sun with a water-resistant, broad-spectrum sunscreen with an SPF of at least 30 and remember to reapply every two 
hours.

C: Cover up. Wear wide-brimmed hats and sun-protective clothing. 

Sources:
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https://www.cdc.gov/cancer/skin/basic_info/sun-safety.htm
https://www.curetoday.com/articles/be-sun-smart-during-uv-safety-awareness-month
https://www.cdc.gov/cancer/skin/tips-for-men.htm 
https://coola.com/pages/sun-science


