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Figure 1. A typical image representing ‘bronze Aussie’ - This is in fact part of an advertisement for sunscreen. (http://www.solrx.com.au/) 

Abstract 
Australia has given a high priority to education programs emphasizing the relationship of sun exposure and skin cancer and 
teaching about sun safety and sun protection. Have these efforts been successful? 

Commentary 
Before launching into an appraisal on sun protection in Australia, I must confess that I too was somewhat naive or perhaps 
ignorant of the dangers associated with sun exposure. Here are a few facts to enlighten those also similarly unaware of such 
risks. In Australia, skin cancer is the most common type of cancer. It accounts for approximately 80% of newly diagnosed 
cancers [1]. Notably, the incidence of skin cancer in Australia is the highest in the world [2]. In fact, two in every three 
Australians are diagnosed with skin cancer before the age of seventy [3]. Each year in Australia over 1 600 people die from 
skin cancer. Skin cancer costs the Australian health system $300 million per year [1]. 
 
It is believed that 90-99% of skin cancer is related to sun exposure. In Australia there are high levels of ultraviolet radiation 
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(UVR), all year round. In order to reduce the burden of skin cancer in Australia, it is vital that exposure to UVR is reduced [4]. 
This can be achieved by simple sun protection measures such as using SPF >15 sunscreen, staying out of the sun in peak 
times, and wearing a hat and sunglasses. Children in particular are a specific group of the population in which primary 
prevention (reducing UVR exposure) against skin cancer can be effective in preventing skin cancer [5]. 

Public health strategies – have they been appealing to the audience?  
Public education focussing on skin protection and informing people of the harmful effects of sun exposure were implemented 
in Australia approximately 30 years ago. In the 1980s the first sun protection awareness campaign – ‘Slip! Slop! Slap!’ was 
dispersed nationwide. This has now been modified to include Slip, Slop, Slap, Seek, Slide to encourage the use of sunglasses 
and seeking shade. Since the 80’s, multi-component, community-wide programs such as SunSmart have been launched. A 
pivotal aspect of these programs is that they facilitate sun-related behavior modifications in various settings including schools 
and workplaces. However, research on sun protection within schools and families in Australia indicates that despite these 
programs, the rates of sun protection remain unsatisfactory. One study demonstrated that whilst there was an increase in sun 
protection policy in Australian primary schools between 1998 and 2005 up to 80%, there was a significant decrease in 
sunscreen use [6]. Another study looking at children’s sun protection in Australia showed that 8% of children were burnt on 
summer weekends, which was seemingly better than adults (18%) and adolescents (25%). These results are one of several 
studies that demonstrate that for all age groups, sun protection needs to be improved [5]. 

Adolescents a niche market 
There is no denying that SunSmart campaigns targeting children are crucial, yet adolescents are another group within the 
population that need to be reached. Studies have shown that adolescents are often the worst offenders with regard to sun 
protection, or lack thereof. Melanoma, the most lethal of all skin cancers, is the most common cancer in young Australians 
(15-44 years) [7]. In fact the incidence of melanoma in Australia has doubled in the 20-years from 1986 to 2007 [7]. This is a 
frightening statistic. More recent public health campaigns are now targeting adolescents and tanning. Several states including 
Queensland ran a television campaign called The Dark Side of Tanning, promoting the notion, ‘there’s nothing healthy about a 
tan’. This campaign was aimed specifically at people aged 12-24 years. Another very touching campaign was that of Claire 
Oliver, a young Melbourne lady who died at the age of 26 years from melanoma. Hopefully these campaigns have some 
impact in improving not only this statistical figure but also the ideology around tanning in young people.   

Where to from here…? 
Campaigns such as SunSmart need to continue to expand their influence. Adolescents also need to be a continued focus of 
public health campaigns. Moreover, governments must look at other ways of decreasing this culture of tanning. For example, 
magazines often depict healthy women as tanned; sunscreen advertisements remarkably portray tanned people; solariums 
continue to be in demand - the number of solariums in Melbourne increased from 99 in 2001 to 169 in 2006 [8]. 

We must not be fooled into thinking that displaying a few shocking images and advertisements is enough to improve sun 
protection rates. General practitioners are in a unique position to promote sun protection, seeing children and families often on 
a regular basis. Skin cancer in Australia is a major public health problem, worthy of dedicating more consideration and 
funding into prevention. Undoubtedly, there has been a general improvement in sun protective behaviors in Australia over the 
last few decades. However, I argue that whilst an improvement is good, we need to be striving for the best sun protection rates 
and only then will we see a decline in skin cancer.  
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