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RESEARCH INDICATES THAT MANY ARE USING SUNSCREEN INCORRECTLY 
Dermatologists recommend comprehensive sun protection for skin cancer prevention 
 
SCHAUMBURG, Ill. (May 17, 2016) — How well do you understand sunscreen? For 
many consumers, the answer is not so well. According to new research, many 
people are still puzzled by the wide range of SPF numbers on product labels, and 
some may not be using sunscreen properly, which could increase their skin cancer 
risk. 
 
In a 2016 American Academy of Dermatology survey, only 32 percent of 
respondents knew that an SPF 30 sunscreen does not provide twice as much 
protection as an SPF 15 sunscreen. Moreover, only 45 percent knew that a higher-
SPF sunscreen does not protect you from the sun longer than a lower-SPF 
sunscreen. 
 
“It’s important that everyone understands what they are seeing on a sunscreen 
label,” says board-certified dermatologist Abel Torres, MD, JD, FAAD, president of 
the AAD. “A sunscreen with an SPF of 30 blocks up to 97 percent of the sun’s rays. 
Higher SPFs block slightly more rays, but a higher-number SPF does not allow you 
to spend more time outdoors without reapplication; all sunscreens should be 
reapplied every two hours, or after swimming or sweating.” 
 
And while 85 percent of participants in the AAD survey knew that sunscreen needs 
to be reapplied after swimming, a new study from the Johns Hopkins University 
School of Medicine, published in the Journal of the American Academy of 
Dermatology on May 16, indicates that some people may not be using sunscreen 
correctly. In studying 758 people with a history of nonmelanoma skin cancer and 
34,161 control subjects, the authors found that those with a history of NMSC were 
more likely to seek shade, wear protective clothing and apply sunscreen, but they 
still received sunburns as often as those without a history of NMSC. While seeking 
shade and wearing protective clothing were associated with lower odds of sunburn, 
sunscreen use was not. 
 
“While it makes sense that people with a history of skin cancer were more likely to 
practice sun protection, we were surprised to see that their methods were not always 
effective,” says board-certified dermatologist Anna L. Chien, MD, FAAD, one of the 
study’s co-authors. “Our results reinforce the importance of everyone using multiple 
types of sun protection; people who rely only on sunscreen may not be applying 
enough, covering all their exposed skin or reapplying often enough to shield 
themselves from the sun’s harmful UV rays.” 
 
The AAD recommends that everyone protect themselves from the sun by seeking 
shade; wearing protective clothing, such as a long-sleeved shirt, pants, a wide-
brimmed hat and sunglasses; and using a broad-spectrum, water-resistant 
sunscreen with an SPF of 30 or higher, applying enough to cover all exposed skin — 
for most adults, this is about 1 ounce, or enough to fill a shot glass. Sunscreen 
should be applied 15 minutes before sun exposure and reapplied every two hours, or 
after swimming or sweating.  
 
For more information about how to prevent and detect skin cancer, including  
instructions on how to perform a skin self-exam, visit SpotSkinCancer.org. There,  
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you can download a body mole map for tracking changes in your skin and find free 
SPOTme® skin cancer screenings in your area. SPOT Skin Cancer™ is the AAD’s campaign to 
create a world without skin cancer through public awareness, community outreach programs 
and services, and advocacy that promote the prevention, detection and care of skin cancer. 
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More Information 
How to Select a Sunscreen 
How to Apply Sunscreen 
Sunscreen Labels 
Skin Cancer Prevention 
 
About the AAD 
Headquartered in Schaumburg, Ill., the American Academy of Dermatology, founded in 1938, is the 
largest, most influential, and most representative of all dermatologic associations. With a membership of 
more than 18,000 physicians worldwide, the AAD 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. The Journal of the American Academy of Dermatology was the third most 
cited dermatology journal in 2015. For more information, contact the AAD at 1-888-462-DERM (3376) or 
www.aad.org. Follow the Academy on Facebook (American Academy of Dermatology), Twitter 
(@AADskin) or YouTube (AcademyofDermatology). 
 
About the Academy’s Survey 
The survey was conducted by Relevant Research Inc. of Chicago on Jan. 4 and 5, 2016. A total of 1,020 
respondents completed the online survey. Data were weighted by sex, age, race/ethnicity and income 
according to the 2014 U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey for adults ages 18-64. The 
margin of sampling error at the 95 percent confidence level is ± 3.1 percent.  
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