

Screening Your Sunscreen



“The Sun, with all those planets revolving around it and depending on it, 
can still ripen a bunch of grapes as if it had nothing else in the Universe to do.”
—Galileo


“Here comes the sun and I say, It’s alright.” 
—the Beatles


“The day will be what you make it, so rise like the sun, and burn.”
—William C. Hannan



A million earths could fit into the flaming sun, whose 10,000 degree surface temperature underpins all of life.   Throughout history humans have had a reliant and respectful relationship with the sun.  How is it that we now feel pinned between too much sun giving us skin cancer but too little causing Vitamin D deficiency?  With unprecedented rates of skin cancer occurring alongside unparalleled vitamin D deficiency, we have to get smarter about our sun exposure.

Think about all those old photos or museum paintings with beachgoers or field workers clad in long-sleeves, large-brimmed hats, and flowing pants.  That wasn’t just modesty, or lack of sunscreens, that was wisdom.  Because even though sunscreens are a multi-billion dollar industry, it is becoming clear they are not the silver bullet that prevents skin cancer, especially melanoma, the most fatal type of skin cancer. 

Stanford University dermatologists who reviewed CDC national survey data recently concluded that people who relied solely on sunscreens for sun protection had more sunburns than people who reported infrequent sunscreen use but wore hats and clothing to shield themselves from the sun (1).  Another words, time of day and clothing have more to do with skin health than do sunscreens. Sunscreens are certainly important, but should be third in line when thinking about your skin health and prevention of skin cancers. 

When you do go to choose a sunscreen, choose a mineral instead of chemical-based sunscreen.  Mineral sunscreens contain either zinc oxide or titanium dioxide as their active ingredient without added chemicals.  Sixty-five percent of chemical-based sunscreens contain harmful ingredients that are absorbed through the skin.  Sixty five percent contain oxybenzone, a hormone-disrupting chemical that affects estrogen and testosterone levels(3,4,5).   About 14% of sunscreens, and 15% of moisturizers with SPF, contain the harmful ingredient Vitamin A.  On the label these appear as Retinyl palmitate, retinyl acetate, retinyl linoleate, or retinol.  Ironically, these can actually speed the development of skin tumors when applied to skin in the presence of sunlight. 

Mineral sunscreens also provide UVB and UVA protection, both of which we need.  Mineral sunscreens are the most natural sunscreens, and come without harmful ingredients. You might hear concern about nanoparticles in mineral sunscreens.  Nanoparticles are particles that are so tiny they can pass into the cells of organs.  While they do not easily pass through skin, there is concern that they can pass into lung tissue.  Because of this, it is important to avoid aerosol spray sunscreens, as well as powdered make-up, wtth titanium dioxide.  These increase the likelihood of inhalation of nanoparticles.




TIPS FOR HEALTHY SUMMER SKIN


—Plan your day around the sun.  The amount of ultraviolet light during the day is a bell-shaped curve with the most intense rays being midday, when the sun is right above you. Do outdoor activities in the morning and late afternoon, and indoor activities in mid-day.  This drastically minimizes your exposure to DNA damaging rays.

—When at the beach or pool and not in the water, cover-up with loose-fitting, light-colored clothing.  Think of those old photos where the women and men wore hats and long-sleeves when working in the fields or walking on the beach.  This wasn’t just modesty, it was wisdom.

—Choose mineral-based sunscreens.  These contain either zinc oxide or titanium dioxide as their active ingredient.  Wax-based brands are especially nice as these don’t run or drip off into eyes and mouths.

—Avoid sunscreens with oxybenzone, avobenzone, octisalate, octocrylene, homosalate and octinoxate.  These are hormone-disrupting and can interfere with estrogen and testosterone levels.

—Avoid sunscreens that contain Retinyl palmitate, retinyl acetate, retinol, oxybenzone.  These can actually speed development of harmful skin lesions.

—Avoid spray sunscreens.  They trade convenience for safety.  Inhaling the ingredients in sunscreens is not only unnecessary, it can be dangerous to your lung health.  Also, sprays do not form as consistent a coating on the skin when compared with creams.

—Re-apply sunscreens frequently to assure effectiveness.

—Higher SPF numbers do not necessarily mean better protection.  SPF numbers of 50 and 100 are misleading. An SPF of 30 protects against 97% of UVB rays.         Choose your sunscreen based on ingredients, not SPF numbers.
 
—Be sure your sunscreen offers both UVA and UVB protection.  Zinc oxide and Titanium Oxide both provide this.

—If you avoid sun or consistently use sunscreen, get your Vitamin D level checked.  90% of our body’s vitamin D comes from sun exposure.

—Eat lots of anti-oxidants by enjoying the berries, melons and colorful produce of summer.  These protect your DNA, and your skin, from damage.  

—Drink plenty of plain water throughout the day.  This keeps skin hydrated, which means faster healing from UVB-induced sun damage.

—Apply the same healthy sunscreen ingredient standards to all your SPF make-ups, lip balms and moisturizers.
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