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Skin Cancer Prevention: A Role for Pharmacists
Skin cancer is the most commonly diagnosed cancer in Canada. It is also the most 
preventable. Almost all skin cancers (90%) are caused by exposure to Ultraviolet 
Radiation (UVR) from the sun and from indoor tanning devices. Exposure to UVR can 
also cause damage to the eyes. 

As trusted and accessible health care professionals, Pharmacists have a role to play 
in the prevention of skin cancer by educating their patients about sun safety.

About Sun Smart Saskatchewan About this Guide

Sun Smart Saskatchewan is a coalition of partners 
committed to skin cancer prevention in the province.  
Funding and operational support for Sun Smart 
Saskatchewan is provided by the Saskatchewan 
Cancer Agency. 

Using local evidence and international best practices, 
Sun Smart Saskatchewan’s mission is to educate, 
inspire and support priority populations to promote 
sun safe behaviours and create UVR protective envi-
ronments in Saskatchewan. 

The purpose of this guide is to empower Pharmacy 
students and interns with the most up to date informa-
tion they need to educate patients and others about 
sun safety.  

This guide was developed based on a collaboration 
between Sun Smart Saskatchewan and the local 
University of Saskatchewan chapter of CAPSI, the 
Canadian Association of Pharmacy Students and 
Interns.  CAPSI identified potential volunteer opportu-
nities for students with a focus on sun safety at phar-
macies, schools and other community events.  This 
guide will serve as a handy source of information for 
students who may volunteer for those opportunities. 
Though we’re confident students have the technical 
expertise regarding sun safety, this guide will ensure 
consistency in messaging. 

Our hope is that you come to embrace your role as sun health advocates and 
help reduce the incidence of skin cancer in Saskatchewan, now as students and 

interns, and in the future as practicing Pharmacists.



Sun Safety Messaging: The Evidence and Consensus

In 2014/15 a process was undertaken with national stakeholders to review and synthesize the latest evidence for 
skin cancer prevention messaging. The goal was to achieve consensus so that the public would receive the same 
evidence-based messages across the country in order to avoid confusion and promote message retention.

The following information is taken from the results of that national consensus process in the document: 

The Recommended Core Content for Sun Safety Messages in Canada Briefing on the Results of the 2014/15 National 
Consensus Process, September 2015

Sun Safety Information: What You Need to Know

Key Facts

• Sources of ultraviolet radiation (UVR) are the sun and 
UVR-emitting devices, e.g., tanning beds. UVR causes 
skin cancer and other forms of skin damage (e.g., wrin-
kling and photoaging of the skin) and causes harm to 
the eyes. 

• Skin cancer is the most common cancer in Canada, 
and incidence rates for melanoma, the most fatal form 
of the disease, continue to increase. Skin cancer is also 
one of the most preventable cancers.

• While UVR that is harmful to the skin is primarily 
present in the sun’s rays from 11 a.m. to 3 p.m. between 
April and September in Canada, UVR that is harmful to 
the eyes is present in the  sun’s rays all year round and 
throughout the day.  In both cases, UVR can be harmful, 
even when it’s cloudy.

Primary Recommended Protective Action Statements
Enjoy the sun safely: Protect your skin, protect your 
eyes.

Protect your skin
 
• When the UV Index is 3 or higher, protect your skin as 
much as possible. In general,  the UV Index in Canada 
can be 3 or higher from 11 a.m. to 3 p.m. between April 
and September, even when it’s cloudy

•  Seek shade or bring your own (e.g.,  an umbrella).

•  Wear clothing that covers as much skin as possible 
and a wide-brimmed hat that are appropriate to the 
activity and  weather. 

• Use sunscreen labelled "broad spectrum" and 
"water-resistant"  with a sun protection factor (SPF) of   
  at least 30 on skin not covered by clothing. Apply 
sunscreen  generously and reapply when required.

•  Don’t use UV tanning equipment or deliberately try to 
get a suntan, and avoid getting a sunburn.

Protect Your Eyes

• Wear sunglasses or eyeglasses with UV-protective 
lenses when outdoors all year round.

•  Wear a wide-brimmed hat for added protection.

Shade

•  Good-quality shade includes dense vegetation and 
covered structures that offer shade from the side, and 
not just overhead, to protect against scattered UVR.

•  As a general guide, wider and denser sources of 
shade provide increased SPF. 

•  Cloth sources of shade, such as canopies and 
umbrellas, should have tightly woven fabric.

• Additional personal protection (clothes, sunglasses, 
sunscreen) is recommended under shade to protect 
against scattered UVR, especially on high UV Index 
days. 

Sunscreen

•  Sunscreen should be used on exposed skin not 
covered by protective clothing. Consider using 
sunscreen for the lips (e.g., sunscreen lip balm), as 
well.

•  Use a generous amount of sunscreen (e.g.,  the 
average adult requires approximately  two to three 
tablespoons of lotion-formulated sunscreen to cover 
the whole body,  and a teaspoon to cover the face and 
neck). 

•  Reapply after swimming, strenuous exercise or 
towelling off.

•  Use sunscreen that says on the label:
 •  "Broad spectrum"
 •  "SPF 30" or higher
 •  "Water resistant" 

•  Sunscreen comes in a variety of formulations. Find 
one that suits you best and apply it properly with 
thorough coverage. Sunscreen formulations that you 
find easier to apply thoroughly will be more effective.

Clothing

•  Hats should shade the head, face, ears and back of 
the neck with a wide brim.
   
•  In general, clothing provides better protection than 
sunscreen.

•  Tightly woven or UV-protective labelled clothing is 
recommended.

Eye protection 

•  The best UV protection is offered by close-fitting 
wraparound sunglasses.

•  Look for sunglasses or prescription lenses with full 
UVA and UVB protection. Examples of appropriate 
labels are "UV400" or  "100% UV protection.” 

•  Contact lenses, even those with UV protection, do 
not provide full coverage for the eye and the skin 
around the eye.

Additional Recommended Protective 
Action Statements

•  Check the daily forecast for the UV Index and protect 
your skin accordingly. 

•  Whenever possible, plan outdoor activities for before 
11 a.m. or after 3 p.m. between   April and September. 

• Use sources of vitamin D that are safer than UVR 
exposure, e.g., dietary sources,  including fortified 
foods, and vitamin D supplements. Intentional UVR 
exposure to  meet vitamin D requirements is not recom-
mended.



Tips for Implementing the Primary Protective Actions

Key Facts

• Sources of ultraviolet radiation (UVR) are the sun and 
UVR-emitting devices, e.g., tanning beds. UVR causes 
skin cancer and other forms of skin damage (e.g., wrin-
kling and photoaging of the skin) and causes harm to 
the eyes. 

• Skin cancer is the most common cancer in Canada, 
and incidence rates for melanoma, the most fatal form 
of the disease, continue to increase. Skin cancer is also 
one of the most preventable cancers.

• While UVR that is harmful to the skin is primarily 
present in the sun’s rays from 11 a.m. to 3 p.m. between 
April and September in Canada, UVR that is harmful to 
the eyes is present in the  sun’s rays all year round and 
throughout the day.  In both cases, UVR can be harmful, 
even when it’s cloudy.

Primary Recommended Protective Action Statements
Enjoy the sun safely: Protect your skin, protect your 
eyes.

Protect your skin
 
• When the UV Index is 3 or higher, protect your skin as 
much as possible. In general,  the UV Index in Canada 
can be 3 or higher from 11 a.m. to 3 p.m. between April 
and September, even when it’s cloudy

•  Seek shade or bring your own (e.g.,  an umbrella).

•  Wear clothing that covers as much skin as possible 
and a wide-brimmed hat that are appropriate to the 
activity and  weather. 

• Use sunscreen labelled "broad spectrum" and 
"water-resistant"  with a sun protection factor (SPF) of   
  at least 30 on skin not covered by clothing. Apply 
sunscreen  generously and reapply when required.

•  Don’t use UV tanning equipment or deliberately try to 
get a suntan, and avoid getting a sunburn.

Protect Your Eyes

• Wear sunglasses or eyeglasses with UV-protective 
lenses when outdoors all year round.

•  Wear a wide-brimmed hat for added protection.

Shade

•  Good-quality shade includes dense vegetation and 
covered structures that offer shade from the side, and 
not just overhead, to protect against scattered UVR.

•  As a general guide, wider and denser sources of 
shade provide increased SPF. 

•  Cloth sources of shade, such as canopies and 
umbrellas, should have tightly woven fabric.

• Additional personal protection (clothes, sunglasses, 
sunscreen) is recommended under shade to protect 
against scattered UVR, especially on high UV Index 
days. 

Sunscreen

•  Sunscreen should be used on exposed skin not 
covered by protective clothing. Consider using 
sunscreen for the lips (e.g., sunscreen lip balm), as 
well.

•  Use a generous amount of sunscreen (e.g.,  the 
average adult requires approximately  two to three 
tablespoons of lotion-formulated sunscreen to cover 
the whole body,  and a teaspoon to cover the face and 
neck). 

•  Reapply after swimming, strenuous exercise or 
towelling off.

•  Use sunscreen that says on the label:
 •  "Broad spectrum"
 •  "SPF 30" or higher
 •  "Water resistant" 

•  Sunscreen comes in a variety of formulations. Find 
one that suits you best and apply it properly with 
thorough coverage. Sunscreen formulations that you 
find easier to apply thoroughly will be more effective.

Clothing

•  Hats should shade the head, face, ears and back of 
the neck with a wide brim.
   
•  In general, clothing provides better protection than 
sunscreen.

•  Tightly woven or UV-protective labelled clothing is 
recommended.

Eye protection 

•  The best UV protection is offered by close-fitting 
wraparound sunglasses.

•  Look for sunglasses or prescription lenses with full 
UVA and UVB protection. Examples of appropriate 
labels are "UV400" or  "100% UV protection.” 

•  Contact lenses, even those with UV protection, do 
not provide full coverage for the eye and the skin 
around the eye.

Additional Recommended Protective 
Action Statements

•  Check the daily forecast for the UV Index and protect 
your skin accordingly. 

•  Whenever possible, plan outdoor activities for before 
11 a.m. or after 3 p.m. between   April and September. 

• Use sources of vitamin D that are safer than UVR 
exposure, e.g., dietary sources,  including fortified 
foods, and vitamin D supplements. Intentional UVR 
exposure to  meet vitamin D requirements is not recom-
mended.



FAQs

Be prepared to answer the following frequently asked questions when educating the 
public about sun safety:

Questions about chemical sunscreen: 

Is it safe for children? Does it cause a rash?

•   Sunscreen is regulated by Health Canada for safety. 

•   Sunscreen prevents skin cancer. Sunscreen does not 
cause cancer. 

•   Take this opportunity to discuss the variety of 
sunscreen formulations on the market. The key is to 
find one that they like that works for their family. 

•   Sunscreen should not be used on babies under the 
age of 6 months. 

•   If chemical sunscreen is not appealing, encourage 
them to try a mineral sunscreen. 

•   DIY sunscreens made from coconut oil are not 
recommended. 

Questions about vitamin D: 

Don’t I need to tan to get enough vitamin D?

•  Although UVB exposure can increase vitamin D 
levels, the science has not established a safe level of 
exposure in terms of health risk. This recommenda-
tion to not use UVR exposure for obtaining vitamin D 
is consistent with Health Canada’s recommendation, 
which is based on an extensive review by the Institute 
of Medicine.

•  Use sources of vitamin D that are safer than UVR 
exposure, e.g., dietary sources, including fortified 
foods, and vitamin D supplements. 

•  Intentional UVR exposure to meet vitamin D require-
ments is not recommended.

Questions about tanning beds:
 
Is indoor tanning safer than the sun? Doesn’t 
getting a base tan to protect myself from a 
burn on vacation? 

•  According to the International Agency for Research 
on Cancer (and World Health Organization), tanning 
beds are a class 1 carcinogen, meaning they are 
known to cause skin cancer.

•  Artificial tanning devices emit 15x the amount of 
UVR as from the sun

•  Indoor tanning is not safer than tanning outdoors. 

•  A base tan does not offer protection against future 
sunburn, and in fact is just damaging the skin.  

•  A tan is a sign of skin damage. 



Opportunities to Educate and Get Involved

Pharmacists have many opportunities to provide skin cancer prevention information. Some opportunities are 
obvious, such as when filling a prescription for photosensitive medication or when a patient asks about 
sunscreen. Other opportunities may not be as obvious, but by being aware and observant, pharmacists can advise 
patients about sun safety at relevant times. 

Pharmacy students can create opportunities to educate the public about sun safety by setting 
up sun safety displays or creating presentations to patients in a pharmacy setting, or children 
and youth at school, for example.

Please contact Sun Smart Saskatchewan for 
resources and other supports as needed.

Contact Information:
Nicole Braun
nicole.braun@saskcancer.ca
639-635-3082
www.sunsmartsk.ca

www.sunsmartsk.ca

Sun Smart Tips to Avoid Sunburn:

Keep track of the time. The sun’s rays are the strongest between 11am and 3pm.Cover up.
Long-sleeved rash guards are great at the pool or splash pad.Seek shade.Hang out in the shade of a tree or pack an umbrella.

Hat’s on, fun’s on!The wider the brim, the better. With some persistence we can 
teach toddlers that wearing a hat is part of their daily routine.

Slide on sunglassesClose-fitting, wrap around styles are best.

Don’t forget the sunscreen!
Look for sunscreen that is:· Minimum SPF 30· Broad-spectrum (protects against both UVA and UVB rays)

· Water-resistant

Find a sunscreen you like and use it! Mineral sunscreens use zinc oxide or titanium dioxide to reflect the sun’s rays, while chemical sunscreens use ingredients that absorb those rays. Both types are safe and effective. Sunscreens sold in Canada are tested and regulated for safety by Health Canada.
DIY sunscreens made from coconut oil or other ingredients are not effective.

Apply more than you think!Adults need 1 teaspoon for their face and 2 tablespoons for their body. Adjust accordingly for little ones, but don’t be afraid to slop it on! Remember to reapply, especially after sweating, swimming or towelling off.

What about babies?Don’t use sunscreen for babies under the age of 6 months—instead keep them covered and well-shaded so they are not exposed to direct sun.

Create and amplify
There are other ways to get involved, as well. A 
student could create a list of medications that may 
cause photosensitivity to share with other students, 
and to share with Sun Smart Saskatchewan.  Sun 
Smart Saskatchewan could promote the list with 
Pharmacists in Saskatchewan.

Follow and engage
Students can follow Sun Smart Saskatchewan on 
Facebook and Instagram. Be sure to tag Sun Smart 
Saskatchewan in your own posts about sun safety, 
especially during community outreach events. 

Share materials
Students can also promote and share Sun Smart 
Saskatchewan materials. Sun Smart Saskatchewan 
has materials suitable for children/caregivers, for 
example. Sun Smart Saskatchewan has the following 
handout to share specifically in a Pharmacy setting:

www.sunsmartsk.ca

Summer Fun
without the sunburn

Sunburns, especially during childhood, 

increase the risk of developing Melanoma 

and other skin cancers.

Make sun safety part of your family’s 

routine! Talk to your pharmacist about 

using sunscreen and other sun smart tips. 

Some medications may increase your 

sensitivity to the sun.

Key Reference:
The Recommended Core Content for Sun Safety Messages in Canada Briefing on 
the Results of the 2014/15 National Consensus Process, September 2015
https://opto.ca/sites/default/files/resources/documents/national_committee_on
_consensus_on_content_for_sun_safety_messages_in_canada_sep_2015.pdf


