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Promoting skin cancer awareness

Aryan Riahi, Bsc.

hile the incidences of many cancers are

declining in Canada, skin cancer continues
to be on the rise. For instance, the incidence of
melanoma rose by 2% for men and 1% for women
between 1986 and 2010". By 2031, it is estimated that
the annual financial burden for skin cancers will reach
$922 million in Canada alone’. In addition to the
economic implications, the morbidity, mortality, and
psychological distress associated with skin cancer are
significant.

The increasing incidence of skin cancer is rather
surprising, considering its largely preventable nature.
Among different risk factors, natural and artificial
sources of ultraviolet (UV) radiation are responsible
for over 50% of skin cancers worldwide®. Protection
strategies from UV exposure are warranted, such
as staying in the shade, and using clothing items
or sunscreen when exposure is unavoidable.
Unfortunately, these behaviours are less prevalent
than one would expect. Canadian surveys reveal that
only 30-40% of Canadian adults apply sunscreen or
seek shade®. Furthermore, 37% of adults experience
sunburns during summer, indicating non-adherence to
the sun protective strategies*. Sunburns indicate skin
damage, and are associated with skin cancers as both
are linked to excessive UV radiation®*.

The skin cancer epidemic in Canada persists in
part from a lack of public awareness of its prevalence,
seriousness and prevention techniques. Nevertheless,
the preventable nature of skin cancers makes them a
low-hanging fruit for public health intervention. In
this commentary, we explore specific populations that
are at-risk of skin cancer due to greater vulnerability
to UV exposure. The need for public health campaigns
and legislative policies aimed at these populations is
discussed. Successful public health efforts in Australia
area also mentioned, serving as a model for Canada.

Occupational Exposures

Individuals whose outdoor activity forms a large
portion of their employment are at greater risk for
UV radiation. These include, but are not limited to,
workers in construction, landscaping, and recreational
industries”. The levels of sun exposure experienced by
these workers may be hazardous and reach the threshold
for causing skin cancer. For instance, a study by Peters
et al. measured sun exposure levels among Australian
outdoor workers. An overwhelming proportion (90%)

of workers experienced exposures that were well above
the exposure limits established by the International
Radiation Protection Association®. We speculate that
this would be comparable to Canadian figures, where
many individuals are employed in outdoor industries.

Despite their increased risks, outdoor workers show
different levels of awareness with regards to the hazards
of UV exposure. In a 2012 review, 35% of farmworkers
in California reported no knowledge of skin cancer®.
Such unawareness may, in turn, translate to reduced
adherence to sun protective behaviours. Accordingly,
the authors found that 50-80% of building workers and
farmers in multiple countries do not readily protect
their skin using long-sleeved clothing®. Canadian
figures are similar, with only 29% of construction
workers applying sunscreen'’.

Previous efforts aimed at promoting skin
protection awareness among outdoors workers have
yielded variable results. Among 16 studies investigating
the efficacy of sun-safety educational programs,
six reported long-term positive effects’. The most
popular beneficial effect observed was on sunscreen
application®.

These efforts ought to be trumpeted, expanded
and appropriately modified to improve their outcomes
while better tailoring for workers in different industries.
For instance, workers in landscaping industries may be
more receptive to a combination of wearing hats and
sunscreens. In contrast, construction workers already
have extensive personal protective equipment, and may
find additional clothing to be burdensome and too hot.
Lifeguards would require water resistant protective
equipment, owing to the nature of their employment.

Moreover, legislation does not necessarily translate
into compliance. More effort must be invested towards
enforcing workplace guidelines to protect outdoor
workers from non-ionizing radiation. A study by
Peters et al. found that workplaces that requires hats
and sleeved shirts to promote safety also happened to
have higher sun protection behaviour scores’. Workers
practiced better sun protection behaviour at the
workplace compared to on weekends. When mandated,
workplace policies can be effective. Young people in
particular report a higher ability to cope with risk.”
This may explain why they tend to protect themselves
less”. Expanding and enforcing effective workplace
policies that targets the younger generation of workers
is critical in promoting efficacious and lifelong sun
protection behaviours.
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Furthermore, educational efforts should be
complemented by legislations that promote sun
protective behaviours. To the best of our knowledge,
no national policy exists for promoting sun protection
among outdoor workers. Current governmental
policies focus on providing water for employees and
preventing heat stress®. These can be further adapted
to also protect employees from excessive sun exposure.
For example, employers can be required to provide
sunscreen of adequate protection at their work site.
Employees would then be mandated to apply and
appropriately reapply sunscreen to ensure their skin
remains protected at all times. Sunscreen can be
added to the existing collection of personal protective
equipment, such as helmets and closed toe boots.
Such legislations require advocacy from the medical
community at all levels of federal, provincial/territorial,
and local governments.

Since Canada employs a significant number of
outdoor workers in comparison to other sectors, the
nation may have much to gain in investing towards
policies and programs aimed at skin care prevention
and awareness.

Indoor and Outdoor Tanning

Tanning, in both indoor and outdoor environments,
poses risks of excess UV radiation. Tanned skin
continues to be associated with desirability and
attractiveness, encouraging many individuals to
voluntarily expose themselves to natural and artificial
UV exposures''. Among the general population, indoor
tanning is five times more common in young white
women compared to other demographics’?. Moreover,
Google search trends indicate that interest in tanning
salons peak during March in Canada and the United
States'®.

Previous legislative efforts have led to recent
regulations that ban indoor tanning for minors across
all Canadian provinces'. Moreover, governmental
guidelines mandate tanning salon owners to follow an
appropriate tanning schedule. For instance, 48 hours
must pass between first and second tanning sessions,
and client records should be maintained to keep track
of total exposure®®.

These actions are not only warranted, but are
necessary and thus should be expanded. Tanning
salons can be mandated to openly report their average
UV exposure dose, and the consequences of tanning.
Similar to how cigarette packages contain warning
messages, tanning salons could put up signs so that
consumers are aware of the risks associated with
tanning. These include not only skin cancer, but also
premature skin aging, loss of skin elasticity, burns, and
immune suppression*.

Promoting skin cancer awareness

To complement these legislative actions, public
health programs can aim to educate the public and
increase awareness around the link between tanning,
UV exposure, and skin cancers. These programs ought
to be year-round, with greater efforts to reflect the
demographics and temporal aspects of risk. On top of
campaigns dedicated to the general public, more efforts
can be placed for young white women, and during the
months leading up to March.

Lessons from Australia
Sun exposure is ubiquitous across the globe, and
Canada can follow successful examples from other
countries. For instance, public health efforts over the
last 30 years in Australia demonstrate the importance
of employing several different approaches in tackling
the skin cancer epidemic. In addition to educational
programs, tax-free sunscreens, support for tree-
planting, and sun protection policies in schools were
implemented to protect children and adults alike'®.
Now, 30 years later, the results of these efforts are
clear”. The public’s comfort with getting suntans has
decreased, while the usage of hats and sunscreens has
increased. The incidence of melanoma has considerably
declined, especially for the younger generations who
were exposed to these reforms at an early age’®. These
examples indicate that well-designed public health
initiatives towards skin cancer are effective, and should
be used as models to encourage Canada to begin
implementing similar protocols. These efforts ought
to be directed at not only the aforementioned at-risk
populations, but also the general public.

Steps in the Right Direction

While the recent move to ban minors from accessing
tanning salons was a start, adults may also benefit
from legislation that limits exposure to carcinogenic
non-ionizing radiation. The first steps would include
awareness campaigns. Such campaigns have been
successful in other nations. For example, ever since
Australia banned the use of tanning for cosmetic
purposes for all ages, more people have turned to
alternatives including spray tan equipment. While
banning indoor tanning would protect adults from
exposing themselves to a carcinogen, informing adults
shares a similar goal while promoting autonomy over
paternalism.

An Investment Worth Considering

Indeed, skin cancer is a public health problem that
is thankfully preventable. Public health strategies
aimed at protecting the general public and vulnerable
subpopulations will lead to a win-win situation
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through reduced morbidity, mortality, and healthcare
expenditures associated with skin cancers. Given the
progress that has been made in reducing the burden of
many other cancers, it is time that we take skin cancer
in Canada more seriously.
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