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Sun exposure can 
give you cancer



Sun exposure – the biggest cause of skin cancer

- This toolbox talk is designed to raise awareness among your workers of the risks from sun exposure

- It’s aimed at anyone with an ‘at risk’ skin type (see the ‘Fitzpatrick skin scale’) who works outside during months when solar radiation levels are higher

- We’ve included FAQs and notes that you can use to respond to questions, or to supplement your talk

- To support this talk, use IOSH’s other free resources: 

• Skin deep? leaflet 

• Fast facts infographics giving a quick overview of the issue

• Check it out pocket card as a reminder of protection measures and skin changes to watch out for

• Fake or for real? mythbusting quiz – this makes a good ice-breaker on the topic

- You can also use our Sun safety film to get the message across, and our My Story film, where skin cancer sufferer Mark talks of his own experience 

and explains how he contracted the disease

Questions you may get asked

- If you’re outside in the sun working all the time, doesn’t your skin gets acclimatised?
 This is a myth – painful sunburn just once every two years can triple the risk of malignant melanoma.

- I thought sunbeds were the real killer?
 Using sunbeds is linked to skin cancer. But sun exposure is the main cause of skin cancer – it’s associated with 65 per cent of melanoma and 99 per cent of non-melanoma skin cancer.

- Are more women than men affected by sun exposure?
 Skin cancer kills more men than women. In the UK, the rate of melanoma in men has gone up 42 per cent in a decade. It’s rising faster than any other cancer affecting men, with the 

exception of prostate.
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SUN EXPOSURE CAN BE DEADLY
- 60 people a year die in the UK after being exposed to the sun at work
- 5 new cancer cases linked to work are registered in the UK every day

- skin cancer cases in general are rising faster 
in the UK than anywhere else in Europe
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- An average 60 workers die every year in the UK from malignant melanoma, a severe form of skin cancer

- Annually in the UK there are 1,500 cases of non-malignant skin cancer, which is more easily treatable, and 240 cases of malignant melanoma, 

which is much more likely to be fatal. All these cases are linked to occupational exposure

- Part of the problem in the UK is that sun safety isn’t always taken seriously – people assume the climate isn’t sunny enough or hot enough. 

Some UK studies suggest that solar radiation levels are getting steadily higher year on year. Any sunburn or a tan is a sign of skin getting 

damaged, and the temperature isn’t connected to the intensity of the sun’s rays 

- Explain that some genetic skin types are more susceptible to developing skin cancer than others

- Make the point that unlike many diseases, skin cancer is avoidable.

Questions you may get asked

- How does the sun damage your skin?
 Rays from the sun include ultraviolet radiation – these rays cause premature ageing, wrinkles and skin cancer.

- Surely you’re more likely to suffer from too much sun exposure on holiday in a hot climate?
 Indoor workers receive 10–20 per cent of outdoor workers’ yearly exposure of ultraviolet radiation – holiday exposure is only part of the picture.

- What is an ‘at risk’ skin type?
 Show your audience the ‘Fitzpatrick skin type’ scale – there is a copy in IOSH’s solar radiation resource pack. The Fitzpatrick scale breaks skin types into six categories, with 

type I as ‘ivory’ and type VI as ‘very dark brown’. According to the scale, types I–III are the most vulnerable to skin cancer, although the other levels on the scale should also 
protect themselves in strong sunshine or when outside for a long time.

- It’s often cloudy when we’re working – how can the sun damage us?
 Even on cloudy days there can be enough solar radiation to damage skin – up to 80 per cent of UV rays can penetrate a sky half covered in cloud. Remind your audience that the 

strength of UV rays isn’t connected to temperature – for example, skiers can burn on a cold mountain slope (and the sun’s rays bounce off the reflective surface of the snow too).
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WHAT WE ARE DOING TO PROTECT YOU
- we’ve assessed whether you’re at risk from sun exposure

- we’ve taken action to protect you from sun exposure
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You’ll obviously need to tailor this sheet to reflect what action you’ve taken – make it relevant to your business

- Under risk assessment, you can talk about checking things like:

 • the types of task or work where people could be exposed to solar radiation

 • the strength of solar radiation in the country you work in, at different times of the year and different times of the day

 • how long people are exposed to the sun

 • workers’ skin types

- Under taking action, you can talk about things like:

 • checking the UV index

 • avoiding or cutting down exposure to direct sunlight when radiation levels are high

 • making sure breaks are taken out of the sun

 • adding protective films or tints to vehicle glass

 • getting workers to cover up, and using sunscreen where they can’t cover up

Tell your audience that 90 per cent of all skin cancer deaths can be prevented if sun exposure is controlled
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WHAT YOU CAN DO TO PROTECT YOURSELF
- Ask if you want to know more

- Follow the rules we’ve set up to help protect you from sun exposure
- Take responsibility for checking your skin
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- If workers want to know more, give out our free worker leaflet or infographic

- Remind workers that they shouldn’t take shortcuts – rules are there for a reason

- Encourage your workers to check their own skin for signs of damage that could lead to skin cancer – hand out IOSH’s Check it out pocket card. 

Potential danger signs include: 

 • a new mole

 • changes to the size, shape or colour of an existing mole or patch of skin

 • a new growth or sore that doesn’t heal

 • a spot, mole or sore that hurts or is itchy

 • a mole or growth that bleeds, crusts or scabs

- Remind workers to get any potential problems checked out by their GP.

- And remind workers to check their neck and back too if they’ve been exposed – in men, this is where melanoma is most likely to occur.

- If you’ve had one non-melanoma skin cancer, you’re nine times more likely to get another one.
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What are we going to do differently today?

TOOLBOX TALK
SOLAR RADIATION 

PO
L2

72
2/

08
04

15
/P

D
F


