
MANAGING RISKS FROM WORKING IN THE SUN
Skin cancer is the most common type of cancer in the world. It’s also the easiest 

to avoid – 90 per cent of all work-related skin cancer deaths could be prevented 

if ultraviolet radiation is controlled.

Tackling ultraviolet radiation exposure is relatively easy, and doesn’t have to be costly. 

Start by assessing the risks of exposure:

 do any employees work regularly outside? 

 are workers exposed to higher levels of ultraviolet radiation from the sun for signifi cant periods? Even on cloudy days 
there can be enough radiation to damage the skin – 30–40 per cent of UV rays can penetrate overcast skies, and up to 80 
per cent gets through sky half covered in clouds. The strength of ultraviolet radiation isn’t connected to temperature and 
can bounce off refl ective surfaces like metal, water, snow and some concrete fi nishes

 are workers unprotected from the effects of ultraviolet radiation?

If you answer ‘yes’ to these basic questions there could be a risk of people being harmed by ultraviolet radiation from the sun 
and you’ll need to prevent or control exposure.

TYPICAL ACTIONS TO CONTROL EXPOSURE, IMPLEMENTED AS PART OF A SUN SAFETY STRATEGY OR INITIATIVE

Action Comment Action details

Check the UV index from the weather forecast, and 
communicate information to relevant workers, along 
with prompts to use protective measures. Many 
weather forecast apps and websites include the UV 
index – you can also get monitoring devices that trigger 
action at certain levels. Action should be taken when 
the index is at three or above

Avoid or minimise exposure to direct sunlight in the 
middle part of the day – 60 per cent of daily UV 
radiation occurs between 10.00 and 14.00. Many 
advise minimising exposure until at least 15.00

Regularly swap job tasks between workers to make 
sure everyone can spend time in the shade

Use heavy duty cover or shade when working outdoors 
in the sun – shade can cut UV exposure by 50 per cent 
or more. Check protection levels with your supplier

Make sure rest breaks are taken in shaded areas or 
indoors

If employees are regularly driving during high UV 
months, add UV protective fi lms or tints to plain glass 
vehicle windows if they’re not laminated (lamination can 
fi lter most UVA)



WORKING TOGETHER TO BEAT OCCUPATIONAL CANCER
The Institution of Occupational Safety and Health is campaigning to stop thousands of 
untimely deaths to work-caused cancer – fi nd out more at
www.notimetolose.org.uk
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Raise awareness of solar radiation issues with workers, 
using toolbox talks or training sessions – using a resource 
like IOSH’s free ‘Sun safety in construction’ fi lm 
will help get the message understood and encourage 
outdoor workers in any sector to take responsibility for 
their own health

Wear long-sleeved, loose-fi tting tops and trousers when 
working outdoors during months with high UV levels 
– you’ll need to check the ultraviolet protection factor 
(UPF) rating and make sure the design of the clothing fi ts 
the job. ‘High wicking’ fabrics draw moisture away from 
the skin

Wear wide-brimmed hats that shade the face, head, ears 
and neck or if safety helmets are worn, use those with 
Legionnaire-style neck fl aps

Wear sunglasses with 100 per cent UV protection or 
use UV-fi ltering safety goggles with the same level of 
protection if the work means physical eye protection is 
needed. Look for the ‘UV 400’ marking

Use high factor sunscreen where the skin can’t be 
protected by other measures, for example, on the hands, 
face and lips. Sunscreen should be water-resistant and 
have ‘broad spectrum’ protection, with a sun protection 
factor (SPF) of at least 30 and a UVA rating of four or 
fi ve stars. Sunscreen should only be used with other 
protective measures – it’s best not to rely on sunscreen 
alone. Sunscreen should be applied half an hour 
before exposure and reapplied at least every couple of 
hours. If skin has been exposed to dusts, it should be 
washed before sunscreen is reapplied, to avoid causing 
dermatitis. Sunscreen should be applied very generously

Encourage workers to check their skin for changes to 
moles or other changes. Detecting the early signs of skin 
cancer and undergoing early treatment can save lives

You should also check whether any workers could be suffering from photosensitivity, where eyes and skin become 
abnormally sensitive to UV radiation. Photosensitivity can be caused by a range of substances including some industrial 
chemicals, plants and medication.

Research commissioned by IOSH suggests that to shield the body, arms and legs from ultraviolet radiation it’s more effective 
to issue workers with clothing rather than offering sunscreen – it’s diffi cult to reapply in dusty or dirty conditions and 
tougher to make sure that workers are using it effectively. Sunscreen is less effective than covering up with clothing in any 
case – people forget to reapply it. Sunscreen is obviously still needed to protect the face, assuming that headgear shields the 
neck and ears, and of course the hands if gloves aren’t worn. 

Explain to your employees why these actions are necessary to protect their health – if people understand why you’re making 
changes, they’re more likely to comply. 

After you’ve put new control measures in place you should assess the risk again to see if the actions you’ve taken have 
made a difference – for example, are task rotations working in practice, are workers following rules on taking rest breaks 
under cover?

Find out more about ultraviolet radiation risks and get free, practical resources to tackle the 
risks at www.notimetolose.org.uk


