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Illuminating the Pros & Cons of Sunlight
This time of year, perhaps nothing looms quite so large in our daily lives as the luminous mid-summer sun.    But much as we enjoy the sunlight that makes a summer day golden, we have all been taught to shun excessive sunlight that can cause skin cancer, including potentially deadly melanoma.
But a controversial public service advertisement now running in magazines nationwide, developed jointly by the American Cancer Society and Neutrogena, is causing another kind of light- a spotlight- to shine on the controversies related to skin cancer, its prevention, and what we do and don’t know.

The details of the magazine ad needn’t concern us, but suffice to say they make a compelling argument that failure to use sunscreen is a potentially fatal mistake.  Unfortunately, we don’t know that to be true.

Of the three general types of skin cancer- basal cell, squamous cell, and melanoma- only the third is a threat to life.  Melanoma accounts for roughly 6% of skin cancer cases.  So while skin cancer, overall, is the most common kind of cancer, life-threatening skin cancer is quite uncommon.  Skin cancer is responsible for less than 2% of cancer deaths.

And while preventing sunburn by use of sun screens is certainly a good idea on general principles, it’s surprisingly unclear what effect the practice has on preventing melanoma.    One study at the University of New Mexico published in the Journal of the National Cancer Institute in 2005 showed that survival among patients diagnosed with melanoma increased the higher their reported sun exposure had been.  And there is no clear evidence that sunscreens reduce the risk of melanoma, or death from it.
This does not mean we should ignore precautionary advice about sun exposure.  But it does mean that while simple and compelling, the magazine ad message that failure to use sunscreen consistently increases your risk of death from skin cancer is at best a matter of conjecture, not scientific fact.

To the extent there is any clear link between sun exposure and melanoma, it appears that sun burns early in life may increase risk.  But even that association is less than certain, and experts attribute only up to about 20% of melanoma risk to the sun.  The rest is presumably genetic.

And the sun offers potential health benefits.  More and more studies suggest that vitamin D may influence not only calcium absorption in the intestine- its primary function- but the immune system.  Research indicates that higher levels of vitamin D may defend against cancer, especially colon cancer, a vastly more common threat to life than any kind of skin cancer.  We can get vitamin D from food, notably fortified milk, or we can manufacture it in our skin when exposed to sunlight.
So avoiding the sun, or blocking its action on the skin could, paradoxically, increase the risk of cancer death if vitamin D levels are reduced.  Sunscreens do reduce vitamin D production in the skin, although studies in Australia suggest that with average use, most of us still get enough sunlight to make the vitamin D we need.
The final complication lurking in the shadows of this tale about sunlight is that sunscreens do not reliably perform as advertised.  The “SPF” factor on a tube of sunscreen is meant to indicate how many times longer it will take for skin to burn in midday sun with the screen, than without.  But the testing is done using indoor solar simulators.  SPF is invariably higher under the artificial indoor conditions than outdoors in sunlight.  
Further, the ratio of ultraviolet B to ultraviolet A changes with the angle of the sun; the contribution of UVB rises when the sun is low in the sky.  Indoor testing to establish SPF ratings does not take this into account.  The discrepancy between the SPF rating and actual sunscreen performance in outdoor light is greater the higher the SPF rating.  Even so, there is generally some increase in protection the higher the SPF.
Where does all of this leave us?  A little bit enlightened, and a little in the dark.  Avoiding sunburn is clearly a good idea, and may reduce the risk of melanoma; as parents, we should be especially diligent about protecting our children from sunburn early in life.  Use of sunscreens with a SPF of 15 or higher is generally prudent.  
There is some benefit, but diminishing returns, from use of higher SPF screens.  Use of sunscreens or sun avoidance that prevents gradual tanning may actually be harmful.  
So practice judicious sun protection.  Avoid burns, but do let a little sun shine through.  If your sun exposure is very limited, consider taking a daily vitamin D supplement.  If at any time you develop a growth or discolored patch of skin, have it checked out right away of course.  
For now, these are the strategies our knowledge warrants.  Better defense against skin cancer, melanoma especially, awaits further research, and greater illumination.
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