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   A USACHPPM/DENCOM Initiative  
Minimize Your Skin Cancer Risk By Practicing 

Sun-Smart Behavior!
With over 800,000 new cases diagnosed annually, skin cancer is the most common type of cancer in the United States.  It accounts for 30-40% of all newly diagnosed cancers.  The rate of malignant melanoma, the most deadly type of skin cancer, is rapidly growing.  In 1930, Americans had a 1 in 1,500 lifetime chance of developing malignant melanoma.  By 2000, this chance will reach 1 in 90!  Accordingly, many public health experts in the United States consider skin cancer to be an epidemic.

What has caused the dramatic rise in skin cancer in this country?  More exposure to the sun.  Increased leisure time has given Americans more recreational exposure to sunlight than previous generations experienced.  Too, shifts in cultural attitudes toward tanning have changed many of us into sun worshipers who eagerly seek a “killer” tan at every opportunity.  Some of us even prolong the tanning season into the non-summer months by visiting tanning salons.  Prior to the 1930’s, a year-round pale complexion was common in the United States.  It wasn’t until Hollywood glamorized tans in the late 1920’s that Americans began to change from sun-avoiders to sun-seekers.  Finally, depletion of the earth’s ozone layer may be allowing more harmful ultraviolet light from the sun to pass through to the earth’s surface.

As a soldier, you should have a heightened concern about skin cancer because you are in a high-risk occupation for the disease.  Especially if you are in the combat arms, you spend long periods of time outdoors year-round.  As such, you can easily be exposed to far more sunlight than someone with an indoor occupation.  If you have a fair complexion, light hair, and tend to burn easily but never tan, you face the greatest risk of developing skin cancer; if you have a dark complexion and rarely burn, you face the least risk.  Nonetheless, regardless of your skin complexion, you are still susceptible to skin cancer.  

Just what is it about sunlight that’s harmful?  Ninety-five percent of sunlight that reaches the earth’s surface is ultraviolet A (UVA) radiation.  The remainder is ultraviolet B (UVB).  Both are harmful.  However, UVB is far more serious because less of it is required to cause harm.  UVB can induce DNA damage in skin cells which, in turn, can lead to skin cancer.  In fact, UVB-induced DNA damage triggers the skin to tan or burn.  Because tanning is the skin’s response to injury, the American Medical Association cautions that tanning in any form, even in tanning salons, is a health hazard.  Even slow tanning without burning can increase skin cancer risk.  There is no such thing as a safe tan.

Once believed to be harmless, UVA enhances UVB-induced DNA damage and is the key cause of photoaging--premature aging of skin caused by excess exposure to sunlight.  Cumulative excess sun exposure weakens the skin’s elasticity, leading to sagging cheeks, deeper facial wrinkles, leathery skin, and skin discoloration later in life. 

To protect yourself against skin cancer, learn about and practice sun-smart behavior.  Over 90% of all skin cancers are due to overexposure to the sun.  Thus, skin cancer is one of the most preventable of all types of cancer and, if diagnosed early, it is highly curable.  So your behavior plays an important role.

According to experts, the chief ways to protect yourself against the harmful effects of the sun are to avoid outdoor activities between 10 am and 3 pm when the sun is most intense.  Also wear protective clothing (broad-brimmed hats, long-sleeve shirts and slacks of tightly woven fabric) and wear sunscreen on exposed skin.  If you must be outdoors between 10 am and 3 pm, seek shade.  Finally, have your skin examined by a health professional every 3 years if you are between 20-39 years of age and every year if you are over 40.


Selecting a Sunscreen That’s Right for You!
Overexposure to ultraviolet (UV) radiation from the sun can cause skin cancer and premature aging of the skin.   Because, as a soldier, you spend a lot of time outdoors and may be deployed anywhere in the world, it is important for you to know how to evaluate and minimize your risk for overexposure to sunlight.  

The amount of UV radiation you receive from sunlight varies with the season, time of day, altitude, latitude, and cloud cover.  In North America, ten times as much UV light reaches the earth’s surface in June as in December.  The sun is most intense between 10 am and 3 pm.  The higher your altitude, the more UV light reaches you.  For every 1,000 feet you are above sea level, 4% more UV light hits the earth’s surface.  The sun’s rays get more intense as you move nearer to the equator.  In North America, for every three degrees south you move in latitude, the rate of skin cancer doubles.  Don’t be fooled into thinking you’re safe on a cloudy day or if you’re in the shade.  Up to 80% of UV radiation makes its way through light cloud cover; 60% through heavy cloud cover.  Although shade can shield you from UV radiation, beware that UV light can still reach you in shady areas by bouncing off of water, concrete, snow, or sand.

Soldiers are in a high-risk occupation for skin cancer because they spend so much time outdoors.  One of the most important tools you have to protect yourself against skin cancer is sunscreen.  Experts recommend that individuals at high-risk for skin cancer should apply sunscreen to their exposed skin year-round.

Selecting a sunscreen and using it effectively is a matter of following a few simple guidelines.  First, to choose the proper strength of sunscreen that’s right for you, you need to know your degree of risk for sun exposure based on your skin type, history of skin cancer, and expected occupational or recreational exposure.  Then, the sensitivity of your skin and your personal preferences will guide the type of sunscreen formulation you select.  Finally, you need to know about the physical properties of sunscreens so that you can use them with maximal effectiveness.

Your skin type tells you how long you can stay out in the sun before your skin begins to turn red.  Remember that this amount of time varies with the intensity of UV radiation you receive from the sun.  A sunscreen’s Sun Protection Factor (SPF) tells you how many times longer you can stay in the sun before your skin begins to burn if you wear sunscreen.  For example, let’s say your skin begins to burn after 30 minutes of sun exposure.  If you use a SPF 4 sunscreen, you could now spend 4x30 minutes or 2 hours in the sun without burning.  With a SPF 30 sunscreen, you could stay in the sun for 15 hours.  Whether you select the SPF 4 or SPF 30 sunscreen would depend on how many hours you plan to be working or relaxing out in the sun.  If you have ever had skin cancer, you should always use a sunscreen of SPF 30 or higher.  A sunscreen of SPF 30 or higher is also highly recommended for high sun exposure activities such as farming, field training exercises, golfing, running or jogging, bicycling, tennis, hiking, or snow or water skiing.

Sunscreens are available in creams, lotions, gels, sticks, and sprays.  The formulation you choose depends on how sensitive your skin is and what feels best to you.  Individuals with dry skin generally prefer oil-based creams and lotions.  Alcohol-based sprays and gels are generally preferred by acne-prone individuals or individuals with oily skin.  Oil-based formulations may feel “greasy’”.  Alcohol-based formulations may irritate the skin.  Physical agents reflect or scatter UV light rather than absorb it as chemical agents do.  Zinc oxide and titanium dioxide are two commonly used physical agent sunscreens.  Physical sunscreens are often preferred by individuals who develop skin rashes to chemical sunscreens.  However, if you have a skin disorder or allergies, you should consult your doctor before choosing a sunscreen.

To maximize the effectiveness of your sunscreen, you should be aware of some of its physical properties.  Beware that the SPF describes a sunscreen’s ability to protect you from UVB radiation.  However, sunlight also consists of harmful UVA radiation.  To protect yourself against both, choose a sunscreen that offers “broad-spectrum protection”.  If you use a chemical agent sunscreen, apply it liberally and uniformly to all exposed skin at least 30 minutes BEFORE you go out in the sun.  This allows the sunscreen to penetrate and bind to the skin.  Don’t forget to cover frequently overlooked sites that often burn such as your nose and the top of your ears!

Reapply sunscreen every 1-2 hours or after swimming, toweling off, or heavy perspiring.   A sunscreen labeled “waterproof” will only last 80 minutes in water.  Similarly, sunscreens labeled “water-resistant” and “sweat resistant” will only last 30-40 minutes once you get wet or begin to perspire.

Reapplying your sunscreen does not extend your period of protection. It merely renews your existing protection. For example, suppose you calculate that a SPF 8 sunscreen will protect you from sunburn for 4 hours.  If you go outdoors at 10 am, you could safely stay outside until 2 pm.  If you reapply your SPF 8 sunscreen at noon, you do not add time to your protection.  You only renew it to 2 pm.  Only by applying a higher SPF sunscreen in the first place could you stay outside safely more than 4 hours.

Be sure to keep a fresh stock of sunscreen.  Once opened, sunscreen degrades and loses its effectiveness over a year.  Unopened bottles last about 2 years.

Remember, sunscreen is your best weapon against skin cancer.

Like any weapon, it only works optimally when you know how to use it!
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