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NEW SURVEY RANKS THE NATION’S  

MOST AND LEAST SUN-SMART CITIES 
Nation’s Capital and New York City Earn Top Honors; Chicago Gets Burned 

 
SCHAUMBURG, ILL. (May 7, 2007) – Most Americans are familiar with the popular city 

rankings of the fattest cities, the fittest cities, the most livable cities and the most expensive 

cities.  Now, in the first-of-its-kind survey, the American Academy of Dermatology (Academy) 

has identified the cities that take sun protection seriously and those that fail to make the grade 

despite repeated health warnings. 

The “RAYS: Your Grade” survey polled adults in 32 U.S. metropolitan regions spanning 

29 states on their knowledge, attitudes and behaviors toward tanning and sun protection.  

Cities were then ranked based on the percentage of people who scored A’s and B’s. 

 “Based on our initial review of what people are currently doing, know and believe about 

sun protection, 35 percent of the national public score above average, with grades of A or B,” 

said dermatologist Diane R. Baker, MD, FAAD, president of the Academy.  “From here, our 

goal is to move the needle so that we have 45 percent or even 50 percent starting to score in 

the A or B range.” 
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Of the 32 cities and states ranked on their percentage of A and B grades, Washington, 

DC, was ranked No. 1, with 47 percent of its residents receiving A’s and B’s, followed closely 

by New York City which earned the No. 2 ranking.  Dr. Baker also observed that Miami, Tampa 

and Los Angeles – each noted for year-round sunny weather – rounded out the top five 

rankings.  

 At the other end of the sun-smart spectrum, Chicago was ranked last of the 32 cities 

polled, earning the designation of the least sun-smart city and demonstrating the need for 

increased efforts to educate residents on the dangers of sun exposure.  In this case, only 21 

percent of Chicagoans received A’s and B’s on their tanning and sun protection knowledge, 

attitudes and behaviors. 

 In examining how the respondents in the top- and bottom-ranked cities fared in 

answering the 17 sun-smart survey questions, notable differences were found within specific 

cities.  For example, in Washington, DC, there were three specific questions where 

respondents rated significantly higher than average.  First, 45 percent of residents disagreed 

with the statement “People look healthier with a tan” – the highest percent of all respondents 

who did not agree with this popular belief and 13 percentage points higher than the 32 percent 

average for all adults.   

 “District of Columbia (DC) residents also weren’t fooled by the statement ‘It is smarter to 

tan indoors using a tanning bed where ultraviolet rays can be controlled,’” stated Dr. Baker.  

“Specifically, 68 percent of adults in the nation’s capital disagreed with this statement versus 

58 percent of adults polled across all cities.” 

 When asked whether “Getting a base tan is a healthy way to protect skin from sun 

damage,” DC residents also rated significantly higher than average – 66 percent of 

respondents correctly disagreed with this statement, the highest of any city, versus 52 percent 

of adults overall. 

 By comparison, Chicago ranked significantly lower than average when residents’ 

responses to 10 of the survey questions were examined.  For example, Chicagoans’ laissez-

faire attitudes toward sun protection were evident when comparing their answers about how 

much they worry about sun exposure to adults in other cities.   
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When asked if they agree or disagree with the statement “I prefer to enjoy sunshine and 

not worry about what I should do to protect myself from it,” 41 percent of Chicago respondents  

agreed, representing the highest number of respondents across all cities and 10 percentage 

points higher than the average of 31 percent.  Similarly, approximately half of Chicagoans (49 

percent) agreed with the statement “Given my skin type, I don’t worry too much about sun 

exposure” – far exceeding the 37 percent of all adults who agreed with this statement. 

In addition, a high proportion of Chicagoans (40 percent) felt that the climate in which 

they live was a reason why they were not that worried about skin cancer – implying that 

somehow their short period of sun exposure during the summer months could not cause 

enough damage to their skin to develop skin cancer. 

 “The notion that only people living in year-round sunny climates are prone to developing 

skin cancer is completely untrue,” explained Dr. Baker.  “As dermatologists, we treat skin 

cancer patients living in all areas of the country – from big cities to small towns, in tropical 

climates and snowbelt states.  Studies also show that intense, intermittent sun exposure – 

which typically involves residents of colder climates vacationing in warm, tropical areas during 

the winter months – is a significant risk factor for developing future skin cancers.”   

Dr. Baker also noted 80 percent of the sun’s UV rays can pass through light clouds, 

mist, and fog and that snow can reflect more than 80 percent of the sun’s damaging ultraviolet 

radiation.  “The bottom line is that everyone needs to be concerned about protecting 

themselves from skin cancer, no matter where you live.”   

The rankings of the 32 metropolitan areas are as follows:  

No. 1 – Washington, DC 

No. 2 – New York City 
No. 3 – Miami 
No. 4 – Tampa 

No. 5 – Los Angeles  

No. 6 – Dallas   

No. 7 – Salt Lake City   

No. 8 – San Francisco   
No. 9 (3-way tie) – Atlanta, Idaho and Philadelphia   
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No. 12 – Phoenix   
No. 13 – Portland   

No. 14 – Vermont   
No. 15 (3-way tie) –Baltimore, Boston and Providence  
No. 18 (2-way tie) – Hartford and Riverside, Calif. 
No. 20 – Houston   

No. 21 (3-way tie) – Denver, New Hampshire and St. Louis   

No. 24 (2-way tie) – Cincinnati and San Diego   

No. 26 – Detroit   
No. 27 (2-way tie) – Cleveland and Minneapolis   
No. 29 – Seattle   

No. 30 – Pittsburgh   

No. 31 – Maine   

No. 32 – Chicago 

To gauge their sun smarts, the public can visit the Academy’s Web site at www.aad.org 

to take the survey.  Upon completion of the survey, respondents will receive their own 

personalized sun-smart profile with lifestyle tips.   

To “RAYS: Your Grade,” the Academy recommends you Be Sun SmartTM by following 

these tips: 

• Generously apply sunscreen with a Sun Protection Factor (SPF) of at least 15 that 

provides broad-spectrum protection from both ultraviolet A (UVA) and ultraviolet B 

(UVB) rays.  Re-apply every two hours, even on cloudy days, and after swimming or 

sweating.  Look for the AAD Seal of RecognitionTM on products that meet these criteria. 

• Wear protective clothing, such as a long-sleeved shirt, pants, a wide-brimmed hat and 

sunglasses, where possible.  

• Seek shade when appropriate, remembering that the sun’s rays are strongest between 

10 a.m. and 4 p.m.  

• Use extra caution near water, snow and sand as they reflect the damaging rays of the 

sun which can increase your chance of sunburn. 

• Protect children from sun exposure by applying sunscreen. 
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• Get vitamin D safely through a healthy diet that includes vitamin supplements.  Don’t 

seek the sun.  

• Avoid tanning beds.  Ultraviolet light from the sun and tanning beds can cause skin 

cancer and wrinkling.  If you want to look like you’ve been in the sun, consider using a 

sunless self-tanning product, but continue to use sunscreen with it. 

• Check your birthday suit on your birthday.  If you notice anything changing, growing, 

or bleeding on your skin, see a dermatologist.  Skin cancer is very treatable when 

caught early. 

 

May 7 is Melanoma Monday® and the official launch of Melanoma/Skin Cancer 

Detection and Prevention Month®.  For more information about skin cancer, please visit 

www.skincarephysicians.com and click on “SkinCancerNet.” 

About the “RAYS: Your Grade” Survey 
The results of this study are based on an online national survey of 3,342 respondents 

(50 percent men and 50 percent women) in 32 U.S. metropolitan regions covering 29 states.  

The survey was conducted February 5 - 13, 2007, by Richard Day Research of Evanston, Ill.  

Respondents in each area were recruited randomly from a national online panel that closely 

reflects the U.S. population. 

The American Academy of Dermatology (Academy), founded in 1938, is the largest, 

most influential, and most representative of all dermatologic associations.  With a membership 

of more than 15,000 physicians worldwide, the Academy is committed to: advancing the 

diagnosis and medical, surgical and cosmetic treatment of the skin, hair and nails; advocating 

high standards in clinical practice, education, and research in dermatology; and supporting and 

enhancing patient care for a lifetime of healthier skin, hair and nails.  For more information, 

contact the Academy at 1-888-462-DERM (3376) or www.aad.org.   
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