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BY ASHLEY BREEDING
ILLUSTRATIONS BY ANDREA DE SANTIS

You’re smart about safeguarding your 
skin, so you spritz on your SPF 30  
the moment you hit the beach, right?  
Actually, most sunscreens should be  

applied 15 to 30 minutes before you go outside.  
To save face—and everything below it—read on for 
more misconceptions about minimizing sun damage. 

MYTH #1
People with olive or brown skin don’t burn.  

MYTHBUSTER They do; it just takes a bit longer. “Pig-
ment is like armor—it absorbs ultraviolet light and helps 
prevent it from reaching the cells where cancer is formed,” 
says Susan Weinkle, M.D., a clinical professor of dermatol-
ogy at the University of South Florida. But darker skin can 
still burn with prolonged exposure, and cumulative damage 
from UVA and UVB rays over time can lead to premature 
aging and skin cancer. Bottom line: Every person, of what-
ever race or color, should do a full-body dive into some SPF.

5 Myths 
About  

Sun  
Protection

REALITY CHECK

MYTH #2
Chemical sunscreen isn’t safe.  
MYTHBUSTER Unless you’re eating it, both 
physical and chemical formulations are safe, 
says Zena Gabriel, M.D., a derm in Newport 
Beach, CA. “Chemical sunscreens alter UVA 
and UVB light so they are not absorbed into the 
skin; mineral, or physical, sunscreens deflect 
sunlight so it’s not absorbed into the skin,” she 
says. The concern about chemical sunscreens 
is that they contain hormone disruptors, but 
the particles are too large to enter the blood-
stream, says Dr. Weinkle. That said, physical 
sunscreens are less irritating to sensitive skin.



REALITY CHECK
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MYTH #5
Nonmelanoma skin  
cancers aren’t serious.
MYTHBUSTER “Less serious” types 
of skin cancer can become serious—
even fatal—if left untreated. That’s  
why it’s important to get screened  
by a dermatologist regularly, says 
Dr. Weinkle, who also recommends 
a monthly self-exam to look for new 
moles and changes to existing ones. 
Basal cell carcinoma and the slightly 
more aggressive squamous cell carci-
noma are not likely to metastasize, but 
when they do, they can affect lymph 
nodes or vital organs, as melanoma 
does. And if treated too late, the process 
can be disfiguring. “I’ve had to remove 
noses and ears,” Dr. Weinkle says.

MYTH #3
Anything higher than SPF 30 
doesn’t add much protection.
MYTHBUSTER Until recently, many derma-
tologists believed that, but new research has 
found that higher is better. In the study, people 
covered half their faces with SPF 50 and half 
with SPF 100, without even the researchers’ 
knowing which was which, then went about 
their days. The results? The severity of burn was 
twice as high on the SPF 50 side. So SPF 30 is 
good, but a bigger number is better, and it gives 
you some wiggle room, says Darrell Rigel, M.D., 
a professor of dermatology at New York Univer-
sity and study coauthor. “Higher SPFs are more 
forgiving for people who aren’t reapplying or  
using enough,” he explains. The ideal amount 
per use: about a shot glass full for your entire 
body. Reapply every two hours if you’re exposed.

MYTH #4
Sunscreen is only 
important between  
10 a.m. and 2 p.m.
MYTHBUSTER Yeah, no. You 
need it from sunrise to  sundown, 
year-round, and even on cloudy 
days, advises Elizabeth McBurney, 
M.D., a clinical professor of 
dermatology at Tulane University 
School of Medicine. “Burning 
UVB rays are highest during peak 
hours, but UVA rays are the same 
all day, every day,” she says. And 
since UVA rays penetrate window 
glass, that means you need pro-
tection even when you’re inside. 
Repeated exposure damages 
skin’s collagen fibers, causing 
wrinkling—and increases your risk 
of cancer. For added protection 
during peak hours outdoors, 
seek shade and cover up with 
clothing. An umbrella helps too.


