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The terrifying trend towards
tanning

We need a line in the sand on tanning: sunburn can lead to problems for life, not just cute images for TikTok.

By RITU GUPTA
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‘While sunshine is a boost to wellbeing, skin cancer is not: we have been warned about the dangers since the education campaigns of the 1980s. Picture: Getty Images
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Tan lines are now trending on TikTok. It seems terrifying but young women in particular want to
slather themselves with oil and get a tan and have bikini lines or even shapes marked on their

burnt skin.

There are, astonishingly, social media influencers who say they never wear sunscreen and that the
sun has healing rays and contributes to a feeling of wellbeing. Sunscreen, they say, is toxic.

What is going on?
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Who would think wearing sunscreen in Australia would be topical? No pun intended. Surely, it is
just the norm here. And it has been since the 1981 slip slop, slap sunscreen campaign began,
extending to include seek the shade and slide on some sunnies.

Children, particularly in primary school, have learned that wearing a hat and sunscreen every day
and reapplying their sunscreen is part of life in Australia, where we are world leaders in the
incidence of melanoma.

Melanoma is the third most commonly diagnosed cancer in Australia, making up 11 per cent of
all cancers here. Some studies attribute five deaths a day in Australia to melanoma. These are
very worrying statistics.

It is well established that sunscreen helps to prevent melanoma. It also helps to prevent basal cell
cancer and squamous cell cancer, and also skin ageing, pigmentation and pre-cancerous sun

spots.
Why are we even discussing the use of sunscreen?

There has been recent controversy. Consumer advocate Choice recently conducted independent
testing of 20 commonly used sunscreens, with terrifying results. Only four of the 20 sunscreens
lived up to their published SPF (sun protection factor). And 16 of the 20 sunscreens, even
allowing for a variance of 20 per cent, were well below their published SPF.

The sunscreen that performed the poorest, Ultra Violette, was found to have an SPF of just four
despite being advertised as SPF50. It has been pulled off shop shelves because further testing with
multiple labs showed a huge variability in the SPE.

Several other manufacturers have now voluntarily “paused” the sale of some sunscreens,
including Found My Skin, Outside Beauty & Skincare SPF50+ Mineral Primer, Naked Sundays,
and Endota Mineral Protect SPF50 and Natural Clear Zinc SPF50+. The ABC reported some
brands used the same manufacturer as Ultra Violette, with the same or similar base ingredients.

All of this uncertainty could contribute to a feeling of mistrust in the claims made for sunscreen.
But please be assured that wearing sunscreen, whether it's SPF15, SPE30 or SPF50, is better than
not wearing sunscreen. And it’s still important to use enough and to reapply.

What are the other concerns about sunscreen?

On Whitehaven Beach in Queensland: if you are concerned about the effects of sunscreen on water quality and coral reefs,
choose a “reef-safe” product, says Dr Gupta. Picture: iStock

We know that SPF testing is challenging. It’s not an easy thing to measure, and the Therapeutics
Goods Association is looking into what should be done to regulate this.

Until now, sunscreen manufacturers could use their own testing to back up SPF claims for their
products and there was no oversight by any professional body.

But others are worried not about SPF but about the environmental impacts of sunscreen. There
have been studies showing that some ingredients in sunscreen can negatively impact

the marine environment but more studies are needed especially ones that take into account
real world conditions and the real world concentration of sunscreen ingredients in the
water. In any case, if you are concerned about this, there are “reef-safe” sunscreens that

are readily available.

A third common concern about sunscreen is that it contains nano particles. Sunscreen in
Australia contains micronised particles, not nano particles, and there is no evidence to show that
nano particles penetrate through healthy skin, only through diseased skin that has a broken or



abnormal barrier caused, for example, by eczema, dermatitis or some sort of inflammation.

Dangers of poor information

The good sun habits that young children
develop under the guidance of their parents,
daycare carers and in primary school are in
danger of being lost as these same children go
on to their teenage years under the influence of
social media. Contrary to the messages on
TikTok that sunscreen is toxic or contains
dangerous chemicals, these products are
extremely well researched. The ingredients are
very safe. The TGA is looking into some specific
ingredients, homosalate and oxybenzone, to
assess if they have any effect on the endocrine
(hormone) system. There have been some effects
at high concentrations in animal studies but
doses in sunscreen are very much less than this
and no effect has been seen in clinical studies in

humans.

Star or heart shapes are popular to create outlines on burnt
. skin. Picture: TikTok
The take home message is, wear your sunscreen.
Wear enough sunscreen. Try to reapply your

sunscreen at least twice a day.

And don't worry about vitamin D. To get enough vitamin D, you really only need 15 to 20
minutes of sunlight outside the hours of 1lam to 3pm in summer and inside llam to 3pm in
winter. You can get enough sun exposure on your forearms; you don't need it on your face.

Stick with the facts

As a population, we should focus on what we know to be facts. We know Australia is a world
leader in melanoma and non-melanoma skin cancer. We know wearing sunscreen reduces
melanoma and non-melanoma skin cancer. Rather than becoming a statistic and succumbing to
melanoma or to other skin cancers and to skin ageing and pigmentation, let’s wear our sunscreen,
and teach our kids and our teens that slip slop, slap, seek and slide is just as relevant today as it
was in 198

Dr Ritu Gupta, MBBS (Hons), PhD, FACD, is a medical and cosmetic dermatologist. Visit her
website for more information.

Instagram: @dr_ritu_dermatologist

This column is published for information purposes only. It is not intended to be used as medical
advice and should not be relied on as a substitute for independent professional advice about your
personal health or @ medical condition from your doctor or other qualified heaith professional.
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Christina 6 hours ago

Getting enough sun is vital to your health. The difference can be 10 years of life as the vitamin D and nitric
oxide production is crucial to your overall and cardiac health. Just don’t overdo it.

Like 3 Reply « Report m

John 7 hours ago

Proof beyond any shadow of doubt the world, or at least this lot, has gone totally mad.
Like @4 Reply « Report m

geoff 14 hours ago

T'm 70 years old and have spent my life in the sun every summer. Never get sunburnt but build a a tan
gradually. Have my skin checked every year and have never had a skin cancer yet. Am I just lucky or am T as T
think sun hardened?

Like w1 Reply « Report m

jane 8 hours ago

@ geoff Lucky!
Like @ 13 Reply « Report m

Sharyn 4 hours ago

@ peoff Possibly lucky to have a good skin. However sun exposure in our latter years tends to be very
ageing.
Like @3 Reply « Report m

Rachel 17 hours ago

Slip, Slop, Slap advert was brought in too late for those born in the 70’s and earlier. And don’t even get me
started on the quality of our sunscreens compared to European countries that actually have better uv protection
than we do. Sunscreen needs to be regulated .

Like &5 Reply « Report m

Andrew 17 hours ago

Early morning sun is very healthy and vital. It sets your circadian rhythm and aids in a good night’s sleep. Sun
exposure to the face and hands is enough for Vit D production but sun screens and swimming reduce vitamin
D. Life guards have low levels of Vit D according to research when compared to sunbathers. Sun at the hottest
time of the day is the most dangerous. Also being repeatedly burnt.

Like w2 Reply « Report m

Abednego's Thermometer 17 hours ago
Well yes.

But is there a link now with the fact that in some studies up to 70% of the population is said to be Vitamin D
deficient?

Or is the normal range simply too high?
Like @5 Reply « Report m

Bruee 17 hours ago

More nanny.
Like w3 Reply « Report m

Micko 18 hours ago

Us boomers spent our whole teen years lying on beaches seeing how burnt we could get and long before we
knew anything about sunblock cream. Now we are all getting skin cancer. Hope the youth of today can learn
from our mistake.

Like & 13 Reply « Report m

Ross 18 hours ago

It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness.
Like 3 Reply = Report ™

still Bryan ( pending) 18 hours ago

As night follows day we will see rocketing cases of melanoma but one can't legislate against stupidity
Like 8 Reply « Report m
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