
30 years of promoting sun safety in France: 
The messages are heard but not followed! 
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INTRODUCTION AND OBJECTIVES:
For over 30 years, [date of the creation of the association Sécurité Solaire , annual sun safety campaigns have 
been run by authorities and healthcare professionals, with dermatologists on the front line.
France is no stranger to the distribution of such messages or the involvement of all public health stakeholders. Yet 
in less than 30 years, the number of melanomas and carcinoma has increased fivefold.
In this investigation, we wanted to understand which public health messages are not always understood!

MATERIALS AND METHOD:
Following the frequently used6 quota method (age, gender, location and socio-professional category) , a survey 
of 1,000 members of the French population was carried out in autumn 2021.
The same study was simultaneously conducted in 16 other countries. The digital questionnaire examined not only 
sun exposure habits and practices, but also awareness, preconceptions and understanding of the risks.

RESULTS:
Although a tanned skin is considered “more attractive” for 79% [95% CI:76.5%, 81.5%] of the French and 68% [95% 
CI:65.1%, 70.9%] associate a tan with good health, it is interesting to note that 93% [95% CI:91.4%, 94.6%] of them 
were aware of the skin problems caused (including skin cancers) by too much sun and 87% [95% CI:84.9%, 89.1%] 
recognized that sun exposure accelerates skin ageing. Women and seniors were the most informed [p<0.001].
Interestingly, 59% [95% CI:56.0%, 62.0%] knew that it was advisable to protect the skin against the sun on cloudy 
days, but 20% [95%CI:17.5%, 22.5%] think that sunbathing, when the skin was already tanned, presents no risk, 
including nearly one in three people aged 18 to 24!. 71.4% of the French stated that they did not sunbathe regularly 
during the hottest part of the day [12 noon–4 pm] (significantly more women (75.8% vs 66.5%, p<0.001)).
The use of at least one of the following: hat, appropriate clothing, sunglasses, staying in shade, and/or use of 
sunscreen, was reported by 95.4% (with a significant difference in favor of women; 96.8% vs 93.9%, p<0.001). The use 
of sunscreens was reported by only 68.3% (with a significant difference in favor of women; 76.8% vs 58.9%, p<0.001). 
They represent 76.4% of respondents, who stated that they did not sunbathe regularly during the hottest part of 
the day [12 noon–4 pm]. Only 23% of those who use sunscreen report following the recommendation to apply it 
every two hours (with a significant difference in favor of women; 35.5% vs 19.6%, p<0.001). With regards to their 
children, 94.5% reported using sunscreens and 83% stated that they stayed out of the sun at the hottest times of the 
day. However, 40.6% of the French population regreted not protecting themselves better against the sun in the past, 
with a higher rate in women (45.0% vs 35.8%, p=0.003) but no difference according to age range. In terms of 
awareness, as many as 72.3% did not know the difference between UVA and UVB, whilst 69.1% admitted that they do 
not understand the UV level/SPF category of sun protection. Although 93% of the French reported knowing the skin 
health risks linked to extensive sun exposure, only 40% feared the risk of developing cancer (44.6% for women vs 
34.9% in men, p=0.0019) and 48.3% were concerned by premature skin ageing (56.8% for women vs 38.9% in men, 
p<0.001).

DISCUSSION
Prevention messages explaining the dangers of sun exposure have multiplied in the last 
30 years. Our study shows that although the French population has been exposed to 
these awareness campains, not everyone follows the photoprotection recommendations. 
It is indeed difficult to change attitudes when, up to 79% find tanned skin more attractive 
and 68% see it as a sign of good health.
On top, whilst sunscreen is widely used, it is not always used correctly, and 
recommendations are not always followed! Prevention and public health messages as they 
have been conducted to date are clear/understood but the recommendation not followed!
Together, we need to concentrate on the key messages to be delivered : sun exposure and 
risk of skin cancers, of premature ageing, education on the differences between UVA 
and UVB, on sunscreen packaging information such as SPF and UVA logo and repeat 
the behaviors to adapt towards sun exposure (avoiding hottest times, seeking shade, 
wearing hats, protecting clothes, sunglasses)
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