
 
DERMATOLOGISTS CAN HELP SEPARATE FACT FROM FICTION FOR  

SUN EXPOSURE, SUNSCREEN AND VITAMIN D 
American Academy of Dermatology Increases Minimum Sunscreen Recommendation from 

SPF 15 to SPF 30 
 
NEW YORK (Nov. 10, 2009) – When it comes to vitamin D, consumers are bombarded with 

mixed messages about the best source for this essential nutrient. While some may argue that 

small doses of intentional sun exposure are safe, dermatologists point out that the risk of 

developing skin cancer from ultraviolet (UV) radiation far outweighs the benefit of stimulating 

vitamin D production – particularly when enriched foods and supplements are safe and 

effective sources of this vitamin.  

Speaking today at the American Academy of Dermatology’s  academy (Academy), 

Washington, D.C., dermatologist Elizabeth L. Tanzi, MD, FAAD, clinical faculty in the 

department of dermatology at Johns Hopkins Hospital Center in Baltimore, addressed common 

myths about sun exposure, sunscreen and vitamin D, and announced the Academy’s 

increased recommendation on the minimum Sun Protection Factor (SPF) of sunscreen. 

 “Despite years of ongoing public education efforts on the dangers of UV radiation, a 

number of misconceptions remain as to how to best protect ourselves from this known 

carcinogen and whether or not we absolutely need sun exposure for vitamin D production,” 

said Dr. Tanzi. “The fact is these myths are harmful because sun exposure is the leading 

cause of skin cancer, and the consequences of this misinformation could be potentially fatal.”  

Myth: Sun exposure is the best source of vitamin D.   
 Vitamin D is an essential nutrient that is vital for strong bones and a healthy immune 

system. Deficiency of vitamin D is associated with bone softening in adults, rickets in children 

and, more recently, with high blood pressure, arthritis, type I diabetes and certain cancers.  

 While UV radiation is one source of vitamin D, dermatologists argue that it is not the 

best source because the benefits of obtaining vitamin D through UV exposure cannot be 

separated from an increased risk of skin cancer. Instead, the Academy recommends that an 

adequate amount of vitamin D should be obtained from a healthy diet that includes foods  
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naturally rich in vitamin D (e.g., dairy products and fish), foods/beverages fortified with vitamin 

D (e.g., fortified milk and fortified cereals), and/or vitamin D supplements. 

“Although studies showing the benefits of increased vitamin D intake have caused some 

to propose ‘sensible sun exposure’ or intentional sun exposure as a cost-effective method for 

preventing vitamin D deficiency, increased sun exposure is not the answer,” said Dr. Tanzi. 

“UV radiation is the most preventable risk factor for the development of skin cancer, which is 

the most common form of cancer in this country. There are more than an estimated 1 million 

new cases of skin cancer every year. Despite this fact, there remains a tremendous amount of 

misinformation about UV exposure – especially in relation to vitamin D.” 

Myth: All sunscreens are created equal. 
While on the surface most sunscreens may look the same, they are in fact quite 

different. One of the things that makes sunscreens different is the level of protection from UV 

exposure that they provide. Dr. Tanzi explained that a common misconception is that the SPF 

rates the degree of protection from both UVA rays (which pass through window glass, 

penetrate into the deepest layer of the skin and are associated with premature aging and 

melanoma) and UVB rays (the sun’s burning rays, which are blocked by window glass, are the 

primary cause of sunburn, and also are linked with skin cancer). In fact, the SPF number on 

sunscreens only reflects the product’s ability to deflect the sun’s burning rays (or UVB). 

Sunscreens labeled broad-spectrum provide coverage against both UVA and UVB light. 

“SPF may create a false sense of security about the level of protection a person is 

getting, because many sunscreens do not adequately protect against harmful UVA rays,” said 

Dr. Tanzi. “The main challenge in providing effective protection from UVA rays is that 

traditional chemicals used in sunscreens that absorb UVA light degrade quickly and become 

ineffective.” 

 Fortunately, there are ingredients that can be added to traditional sunscreen ingredients 

to keep them stable and provide broad-spectrum protection. For example, Dr. Tanzi noted that 

the ingredient oxybenzone can help stabilize avobenzone (one of the best absorbers of UVA 

rays that, while highly effective, breaks down quickly), which provides a longer duration of 

effective protection from UVA rays. Other effective ingredients that help provide broad-

spectrum UV coverage include ecamsule, cinoxate, menthyl anthranilate, octyl 

methoxycinnamate, octyl salicylate, and sulisobenzone. 
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 For those with sensitive skin, sunscreens with non-chemical ingredients work best and 

will prevent irritation. Dr. Tanzi said the ingredients zinc oxide and titanium dioxide provide 

both UVA and UVB protection. 

Myth: Using a higher SPF will ensure you don’t burn. 
 Dr. Tanzi explained that those who use sunscreen with a higher SPF may think they will 

not burn when exposed to UV light, but she said that is not true. In fact, actual sunscreen 

protection depends on many other factors – including skin type, the amount and frequency of 

sunscreen application, and the impact of activities (such as swimming and sweating). As a 

result, sunburn can occur even when wearing a higher SPF sunscreen. 

 Another important factor Dr. Tanzi emphasized is that UVB protection does not increase 

proportionately with a designated SPF number. For example, an SPF of 30 screens 97 percent 

of UVB rays, while an SPF of 15 screens 93 percent of UVB rays and an SPF of 2 screens out 

50 percent of UVB rays. However, not applying enough sunscreen or not covering all exposed 

areas may result in a lower SPF than the product contains. 

“For adequate protection, sunscreens are best applied 15-30 minutes prior to going 

outside, approximately every two hours or immediately after swimming or sweating,” said Dr. 

Tanzi. “Research demonstrates that most people only apply 25 to 50 percent of the 

recommended amount of sunscreen, which is one ounce for the entire body or enough to fill a 

shot glass. Therefore, if only half the proper amount of SPF 15 is applied, the SPF has been 

reduced to an SPF of approximately 5, which is then inadequate protection.1” 

To address the issue of people not using enough sunscreen or reapplying improperly, 

the Academy recently increased its recommended SPF to a minimum of 30 for proper sun 

protection. Dr. Tanzi said that while sunscreen is important to protect against skin cancer, it is 

only one part of what should be an overall sun-protection program. To minimize your risk of 

skin cancer, the Academy recommends that everyone Be Sun SmartSM :  

• Generously apply a broad-spectrum water-resistant sunscreen with a Sun 

Protection Factor (SPF) of at least 30 to all exposed skin. “Broad-spectrum” provides 

protection from both ultraviolet A (UVA) and ultraviolet B (UVB) rays. Re-apply 

approximately every two hours, even on cloudy days, and after swimming or sweating. 

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

sunglasses, where possible.  
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• Seek shade when appropriate, remembering that the sun's rays are strongest between 

10 a.m. and 4 p.m. If your shadow is shorter than you are, seek shade.  

• Protect children from sun exposure by playing in the shade, using protective clothing, 

and applying sunscreen.  

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

the sun which can increase your chance of sunburn.  

• Get vitamin D safely through a healthy diet that may include 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. 

Check the Academy’s Web site (www.aad.org) for the latest list of sun protective 

products that meet the stringent, evidence-based criteria of the AAD SEAL OF 

RECOGNITION®.  

  For more information about skin cancer, please visit the “SkinCancerNet” section of 

www.skincarephysicians.com, a Web site developed by dermatologists that provides patients 

with up-to-date information on the treatment and management of disorders of the skin, hair and 

nails. 

Headquartered in Schaumburg, Ill., 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 16,000 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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