
Your Guide to 
Safer Sunscreens

Get Sunwise!



Who doesn’t love a little sunshine? Warmth and sunlight just make us feel great! 
Summertime is all about spending quality time with your family wandering outdoors and 

enjoying those bright, warm sunny days. Whether you’re playing in the backyard with your 
kids, dining alfresco, camping or hitting the beach, one thing always remains important: 

safely protecting yourself and your family from the sun.

Although the sun is essential to our well-being and is a great source of vitamin D, it can 
also be detrimental to our skin and health. We often associate glowing skin and a darker 
complexion with good health, but in reality, having tanned, sun-kissed skin will actually 

accelerate the premature aging of the skin and increase the risk of developing skin cancer. 
Melanoma, the most threatening form of skin cancer, continues to be diagnosed among 

Americans at steadily alarming rates.1

 
“According to the National Cancer Institute, the rate 

of new melanoma cases among American adults has 
tripled from 1975 to 2014.2”

1     http://www.cancer.ca/en/about-us/for-media/media-releases/national/2014/2014-canadian-cancer-statistics/?region=on

2     https://www.ewg.org/sunscreen/report/skin-cancer-on-the-rise/#.WsJLVHrwYdU

Sunlight 
A double-edged sword
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Over 3 million people in the US are diagnosed with skin cancer each year3, making it the 
most common form of cancer. But just how many cases of melanoma are caused by 
sun exposure? While the exact cause is unknown, there is a direct correlation between 
UV exposure and the development of skin cancer. Melanoma is often triggered by 
intermittent, high-intensity sun exposure (such as a blistering sunburn) rather than a 
prolonged sun exposure.

 
UV radiation causes about 90% of melanoma cases.4

 
Fortunately, melanoma is one of the most preventable types of cancer if we use proper 
sun protection and avoid indoor tanning. Understanding what UV rays are, how UVAs 
and UVBs affect your skin differently, how sunscreens work and ultimately what types 
of sunscreens are safe for your body will help you effectively protect your skin from sun 
damage.

Did you 
know?

3     https://www.ewg.org/sunscreen/report/skin-cancer-on-the-rise/#.WsEuwHrwaM8

4     http://www.cancer.ca/en/about-us/for-media/media-releases/national/2014/2014-canadian-cancer-statistics/?region=on
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Ultraviolet (UV) rays can have a number of harmful and detrimental effects on the skin, and are 
the number one leading cause of skin cancer and premature aging, skin discoloration, freckles, 
cataracts (a condition that impairs eyesight), and other sun-induced issues.

Over time, prolonged exposure to sunlight damages the fibers in the skin known as elastin. When 
these fibers break down, the skin begins to sag, stretch, and loses its firmness. The skin also 
bruises and tears more easily, taking longer to heal.

There are two main types of UV rays – UVA and UVB. While both can increase your risk of skin 
cancer, they affect your skin in different ways:5

UVAs & UVBs
What’s the difference? 

UVAs UVBs
Are not absorbed by the ozone layer 

(95% reach the earth’s surface) 
• 

Penetrate the deeper layers of the 
skin 

• 
Can penetrate through windows and 

glass 
•   

Are used in tanning beds 
• 

Are the leading cause of wrinkles, 
free-radical damage and premature 

aging 
• 

Are present year-round, even 
on cloudy days and during the 

wintertime 
• 

Are 30 to 50 times more prevalent 
than UVB rays

•
Can contribute to the development 

of skin cancer

Are partially absorbed by the ozone 
layer 

• 
Affect the top layer of the skin 

• 
Are the primary cause of sunburns 

• 
Can cause sunburn within less than 15 

minutes 
• 

Damage the DNA of the skin 
• 

Are strongly linked to skin cancer

vs

5     www.skincancer.org
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Characteristics:  
light blonde/red hair - very fair/pale skin 

with freckles. 
Skin reaction to sun:  
Very sensitive skin that burns easily and 
never tans. This skin type is extremely 
susceptible to skin damage, melanoma 
and other types of skin cancer, and will 
blister and peel easily.

Characteristics:   
Blonde/light brown hair - fair/pale skin 
with a tendency for freckles 
 
Skin reaction to sun:  
This skin type almost always burns and 
rarely tans in the sun, usually over a longer 
period of time. Also highly susceptible to 
sun-induced skin damage and skin cancer 
such as melanoma.

Type IIType I

Characteristics:  
Light brown/brown hair - medium/olive skin

Skin reaction to sun:  
This skin type sometimes burns and will 
tan moderately and gradually over time 
with adequate sun protection.

Characteristics:  
Brown/dark hair - matte skin with no freckles.

Skin reaction to sun:  
This skin type rarely burns, if at all, and will 
tan easily to reach a medium tan; however 
this skin type is still at risk for sun-induced 
damage.

Type III Type IV

Characteristics:   
Brown/dark hair - dark skin.

Skin reaction to sun:  
This skin type rarely has sunburns and 
always tans.

Characteristics:  
Very dark/ black hair - black skin.

Skin reaction to sun:  
This skin type almost never gets sunburns.

Type V Type VI

Bottom line: Wear SPF sunscreen, no matter what your skin type is!

Where does 
your skin fit in?

6     https://www.skincancer.org/prevention/are-you-at-risk/skin-types-and-at-risk-groups#panel1-6

Everyone is subject to the potential adverse effects of sun exposure. However, some people are more 
vulnerable than others depending on their skin type, genetic disposition and reaction to sun exposure.

Skin types will range from very fair (Type I) to very dark (Type VI)6:
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Sunscreens protect and shield your skin by 
absorbing and/or deflecting UVA and UVB rays. 
All sunscreens contain a Sun Protection Factor 
(SPF) value, which refers to how much sun 
protection a sunscreen provides an average 
consumer. The SPF rating is a relative measure 
of protection against sunburns that can vary 
between 2 and 100. As the value increases, 
the protection does too. To get this value, 
manufacturers have to submit their product 

to an independent laboratory for in vivo tests 
(performed on the skin of volunteers) to 
confirm its true SPF rating.

Although Health Canada recommends a 
sunscreen with a minimum SPF of 15, using a 
sunscreen with an SPF 30 will provide more 
than adequate protection. Sunscreens that 
have a sun protection factor over 50 are 
considered high SPF sunscreens.

How do 
SPF sunscreens 
work?
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The SPF of a sunscreen protects against UVB rays, but has little to do with the product’s ability to 
shield the skin from deep-penetrating UVA rays. Most U.S. sunscreens do not offer enough protection 
against UVA rays, and this is all the more true with high SPF products. That’s why a “broad spectrum 
sunscreen” that protects the skin from both UVA and UVB rays is the safest option.7

Think you get double protection using an 
SPF 70 rather than an SPF 30? Think again! 
When used correctly, an SPF 30 sunscreen 
will block 96.7% of UVB rays, while an SPF 70 
will block 98.5%, representing an additional 
1.8% increase in protection for over double 
the SPF value. Surprising, isn’t it?.8

High SPF products use higher concentrations of sun-filtering chemicals than low SPF sunscreens, 
which could present potential health concerns according to Environmental Working Group (EWG) 
specialists.

Because we think we get better protection 
with a higher SPF, we tend to spend more 
time in the sun and apply less sunscreen. 
However, the SPF value is not time-
dependent. It’s important to reapply 
sunscreen every two hours regardless of 
the sun protection factor.

Let’s be honest, how many of us buy a sunscreen 
based on its high SPF rating? The vast majority! 
And that’s because we believe a high SPF will 
protect us and our kids’ delicate and fragile skin 
more effectively.
However, contrary to popular belief, the safety 
claims behind high SPF sunscreens are deceiving. 
According to the Federal Drug Administration 
(FDA), an SPF over 50 is “inherently misleading.”

HERE’S WHY:

High SPF 
A marketing ploy?

7     https://www.canada.ca/fr/sante-canada/services/securite-soleil/ecrans-solaires.html

8     https://www.skincancer.org/prevention/sun-protection/sunscreen/sunscreens-explained
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There are two types of active ingredients in sunscreen: 
chemical and physical (or mineral). Both use a different 
mechanism to protect the skin. Chemical sunscreens 
absorb UV rays by causing a chemical reaction unto the 
skin to protect it from harmful rays. Physical (or mineral) 
sunscreens, on the other hand, form a topical physical 
barrier to block and deflect the sun’s rays.

Chemical 
vs 
physical
Differentiating the two 
types of sunscreen 
filters
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The most common broad spectrum sunscreens 
on the market contain chemical filters that 
absorb UVA and UVB radiation. Because they 
are convenient, non-whitening and easy to 
apply, chemical sunscreens are very popular. 
They typically include a combination of two 
to six of the following active ingredients: 
oxybenzone, avobenzone, octisalate, 
octocrylene, homo- salate and octinoxate.9

When activated by the sun, chemical filters 
produce a chemical reaction on the surface 
of the skin to absorb UV rays. However, 
researchers have warned about their potential 
health risks: laboratory studies indicate 
that many chemical UV filters are endocrine 
disruptors (i.e. mimic hormones), and can cause 
sunscreen-related skin allergies.

Ever wonder why some sunscreens leave a 
white residue on your skin, making you look 
like a snowman? It’s because they contain sun 
protective ingredients like zinc oxide which 
form a physical layer and are not absorbed 
by the skin, but rather block the sun from 
penetrating the skin. Physical sunblock filters 
work like mirrors, in that they reflect light when 
spread onto your skin.

Physical or mineral sunscreens use two main 
mineral-based ingredients: zinc oxide and/or 
titanium dioxide. The advantage of these filters 
is that they offer broad spectrum protection, 
blocking both UVA and UVB rays.

The IARC (International Agency for Research 
on Cancer) has found that titanium dioxide 
is considered safe when used in a lotion or 
cream, but can pose a health threat in aerosol 
format (sprays), as it can be inhaled and enter 
the bloodstream through the lungs.10

CHEMICAL FILTERS

It is important to keep in mind that physical filter ingredients are not the only important component 
in sunscreens: particle size is also critical. The disadvantage is that this type of filter can leave a white 
residue upon application. New technologies are however striving to reduce the particle sizes of zinc 
oxide and titanium dioxide, making them more transparent without losing their ability to block UV 
rays.10

Contrary to zinc oxide, titanium dioxide is always micronized 
into nanoparticles.

PHYSICAL FILTERS

9     https://www.ewg.org/sunscreen/report/the-trouble-with-sunscreen-chemicals/#.WsACaHrwbcs

10    https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/documents/sunscreen.pdf
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Nanoparticles are extremely small particles that have been micronized (ground into fine particles); they 
can penetrate the body through the outer layers of the skin. Studies are still underway to determine 
their direct impact on our health. In the meantime, many scientists recommend avoiding the use of 
nanoparticles in topical products as a preventative measure.

In mineral sunscreen formulas, nanoparticles minimize the appearance of the white residue in order 
to appeal to consumers. This technology is designed to make the sunscreen more transparent and 
blend more easily into the skin. Sunscreens containing nanoparticles are therefore easy to apply, non-
whitening, and light.

According the EWG experts, the safest choice is a non-nano 
mineral sunscreen containing zinc oxide.11

What 
exactly are 
nanoparticles? 
And why you should care 

11      https://www.ewg.org/sunscreen/report/nanoparticles-in-sunscreen/#.WwqMgy8ZNPU  
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Because we lather a generous amount of sunscreen onto 
our bodies, the ingredients found in sunscreens should 
never be overlooked. They should be safe, hypoallergenic 
and be able to withstand UV radiation.

Unfortunately, many sunscreens available on the 
market contain potentially harmful chemicals that can 
be absorbed into the body. According to the EWG, 
which rates over 1500 sun-related products, ¾ of the 
products evaluated rate poorly for skin protection, and 
contain ingredients that have adverse health effects or 
that heighten skin sensitivity to the sun’s harmful rays. 
Some sunscreens also contain alcohol, fragrances, or 
preservatives, and should be avoided.

What’s hiding 
in your 
sunscreen?

15



Ingredients 
to avoid?12 

Ox
Oxybenzone

Hazard score : 8 (high) 
Found in nearly 65% of the non-mineral sunscreens according to EWG’s sunscreen database, 
oxybenzone penetrates the skin easily, mimicking and disrupting hormonal function. Research indi-
cates that it can even disrupt the hormonal system of newborns.12

Oc
Octinoxate 

Hazard score : 6 (moderate)
Known to have a high skin absorption rate, this common sunscreen ingredient has hormone-
mimicking effects on the body. It can interfere with cellular signaling and cause biochemical 
changes. Studies on octinoxate have shown a direct influence on reproductive hormones when 
tested on animals.13

H
Homosalate

Hazard score : 4 (moderate)
Found in nearly 45% of US sunscreens14, this common chemical UV filter is a fragrance ingredient 
and a sunscreen agent which contains contaminants that can cause allergic reactions. It is also 
known to disrupt estrogen, androgen and progesterone levels. In addition, sunlight breaks down 
this chemical into harmful byproducts which can penetrate the skin.

Ot
Octisalate

Hazard score : 4 (moderate)
A chemical with moderate to low toxicity, octisalate can penetrate the skin and cause skin allergies. 

Bp
Benzophenone-2 

(BP-2)

Hazard score : 4 (moderate)
A fragrance ingredient and chemical UV absorber, Benzophenone-2 can cause skin reactions, inclu-
ding acne, burning, blisters, dryness, itching, rash, redness, stinging, swelling, and tightening of the 
skin.

Ol
Octocrylene

Hazard score : 3 (moderate)
Octocrylene can interfere with cellular signaling and cause biochemical changes. It also has relati-
vely high rates of skin allergy.

A
Avobenzone

Hazard score : 2 (low)
Avobenzone, another ingredient found in sun care products, is a potential skin allergen. Because 
this ingredient breaks down under the sun, it can cause relatively high skin allergy rates.

12     https://www.ewg.org/sunscreen/report/the-trouble-with-sunscreen-chemicals/#.WuiEqNPwZE5 

13     https://www.ewg.org/sunscreen/report/the-trouble-with-sunscreen-chemicals/#.WwbiyUgvzIU

14     https://ipfs.io/ipfs/QmXoypizjW3WknFiJnKLwHCnL72vedxjQkDDP1mXWo6uco/wiki/Homosalate.html 16



Other ingredients of concern found in 
chemical sunscreens
In addition to chemical filters, there are other potentially harmful additives and ingredients of concern that can 
sometimes be added to sunscreens. Before purchasing your sunscreen, make sure you read the labels carefully and 
watch out for the ingredients below:

A
Vitamin A  

(retinyl palmitate)

Hazard score : 9 (high) 
Although vitamin A is an antioxidant known to slow skin aging, a study by U.S. government 
scientists suggests that retinyl palmitate, a form of vitamin A, may speed the development of 
skin tumors and lesions when applied topically on skin exposed to sunlight.15 The EWG cautions 
consumers against excessive vitamin A intake, and states that the sunscreen industry adds 
vitamin A to nearly 12 percent of beach and sport sunscreens, 15 percent of moisturizers with 
SPF, and 5 percent of all SPF-rated lip products in EWG’s 2018 sunscreen database.16

Pb
Parabens et/ou 

Methylisothiazoli-
none (MIT)

Hazard score : 7 (high)
Parabens, often replaced by an equally disturbing ingredient such as Methylisothiazolinone 
(MIT), are well-known sunscreen preservatives that can cause skin reactions or allergic reac-
tions, and have shown evidence of neurotoxicity. MIT is used alone or in mixtures with a related 
chemical preservative called Methylchloroisothiazolinone (MCI),17 also a skin sensitizer and 
allergen.

Pg
Polyethylene  
glycol (PEG)

Hazard score : 3 (moderate) 
Usually seen on labels as PEG and followed by a number (e.g. PEG-6), this chemical compound is 
contaminated with possible human carcinogens such as 1.4-dioxane and ethylene oxide.18

15      https://www.ewg.org/sunscreen/report/the-problem-with-vitamin-a/#.WsFhMXrwbcs

16     https://www.ewg.org/sunscreen/report/the-problem-with-vitamin-a/#.WsFhMXrwbcs

17     https://www.ewg.org/sunscreen/report/the-trouble-with-sunscreen-chemicals/#.WsACaHrwbcs

18     https://www.ewg.org/skindeep/ingredient/726331/1%2C4-DIOXANE/#.WwbHxVMvxTZ
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19     https://www.theguardian.com/travel/2018/may/03/hawaii-becomes-first-us-state-to-ban-sunscreens-harmful-to-coral-

reefs

20     https://www.theguardian.com/travel/2018/may/03/hawaii-becomes-first-us-state-to-ban-sunscreens-harmful-to-coral-reefs

21     https://www.theguardian.com/travel/2018/may/03/hawaii-becomes-first-us-state-to-ban-sunscreens-harmful-to-coral-reefs

22     https://www.theguardian.com/travel/2018/may/03/hawaii-becomes-first-us-state-to-ban-sunscreens-harmful-to-coral-reefs

23      https://oceanservice.noaa.gov/news/feb14/sunscreen.html

A Hawaii searcher has found up to 14,000 
tons of sunscreen lotion entering coral reefs 
each year?19 In addition to posing potential 
risks to human health, some ingredients can 
have a negative effect on aquatic organisms 
by damaging coral reefs, with oxybenzone, 
octinoxate and benzophenone-2 being among 
the most damaging.

A study in 2015 published in the journal Ar-
chives of Environmental Contamination and 
Toxicology found the chemicals present in 
most sunscreens can induce feminization in 
adult male fish, cause reproductive diseases 
in sea and mammal creatures and provoke 
neurological behavioural changes in fish. 20

More specifically, oxybenzone was found to 
have a toxic effect at a concentration of 62 
parts per trillion; the equivalent of one drop in 
six-and-a-half Olympic-size swimming pools. 21

In the same range of effects than oxyben-
zone, The National Centers for Coastal Ocean 
Science (NOAA) researchers have also dis-
covered that benzophenone-2 (BP-2) causes 
colourful corals to bleach, kills juvenile corals 
and potentially induces or increases the 
frequency of mutation in corals by causing 
damage to their DNA. 22

Natural mineral ingredients such as zinc oxide 
and titanium dioxide are the only ones that 
have not been found harmful to coral reefs. 23

Did you 
know?

Lots of things kill  
coral reefs but we know 

oxybenzone prevents them 
from coming back. 

- Craig Downs, Forensic ecotoxicologist
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With a plethora of sunscreens available on the market, how do you know which one is best suited 
for you and your family? 

HERE’S A CHECKLIST TO GUIDE YOU:

5 tips
for choosing a safe 
sunscreen for your family


Use a broad spectrum sunscreen that blocks both UVA and UVB rays and 
offers full sunblock protection.

 Preferably choose an SPF 30 sunscreen (and avoid SPFs higher than 50).


Pay attention to the label to avoid oxybenzone and other potentially harmful 
ingredients mentioned in this guide.


Opt for a mineral-based sunscreen with non-nano zinc oxide that forms  
a natural physical barrier over the skin.


Avoid artificial fragrances. They will only irritate sensitive skin,  
especially under the sun.

ADDITIONAL TIP:  
Make sure the sunscreen is EWG VERIFIED™. We recommend you check out 
EWG’s Sunscreen Database: it evaluates the safety and efficiency of many SPF-
rated products and measures the ingredients’ toxicity index for your health. To 
quicken your research, you can check out EWG’s list of over 50 brands selling the 
best sunscreen moisturizers with SPF.
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How and when 
to apply sunscreen

24     https://www.uspharmacist.com/article/shining-the-light-on-sunscreen

Most people are confused about the proper use and effectiveness of sunscreens –here are some 
tips to help you protect yourself and your family from the sun’s damaging rays.

DO I NEED SUNSCREEN EVEN IF I STAY IN THE SHADE?
Yes, you do! Although it’s wise to stay in the shade when the sun’s rays are at their peak, this 
plan isn’t foolproof. The truth is that UV rays can reach the skin indirectly and bounce back from 
surfaces like sand, snow, concrete and even grass!

CAN I APPLY SUNSCREEN ON MY BABY?
Although some sunscreens do not pose any threat to your baby’s health and are considered safe 
according to the EWG, health care professionals recommend avoiding the application of sun 
care products if your baby is under 6 months of age. The skin of infants is less mature, so their 
exposure to chemicals found in certain sunscreens may be much greater: their three skin layers 
(the epidermis, dermis and hypodermis) are not fully developed. Before 6 months, a baby’s skin 
does not produce melanin to shield itself from sun rays. Keep them in the shade, dress them in 
protective clothing, with a brimmed hat and sunglasses, while of course making sure they don’t 
get overheated.

Apply sunscreen 20 
minutes before sun 
exposure to give it 
enough time to absorb 
into your skin, and 
reapply every 2 hours 
to effectively protect 
the skin, regardless of 
its SPF value.

Don’t forget to 
apply sunscreen on 
more sensitive and 
overlooked areas of the 
body: back of the neck, 
ears, feet, underarms, 
and in areas under 
bathing suit straps, 
necklaces, bracelets, 
and sunglasses.

Keep sunscreen 
until the expiration 
date. Sunscreen 
ingredients become 
less homogeneous and 
effective over time, 
thus impacting the UV 
protection factor.

When using “water-
resistant” sunscreens, 
keep in mind they 
only provide 40 
additional minutes 
of protection before 
the SPF drops to 15. 
Therefore, reapply 
sunscreen 40 minutes 
after swimming or 
sweating.24
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7 sunscreen 
takeaways

Reminder sheet

1 Always opt for broad spectrum sunscreens
They offer the best protection against the two types of UV rays.

2 SPF 30 is the way to go
Don’t be fooled by a high SPF value, it doesn’t mean better protection. 

3 20 minutes before, every 2 hours
Apply a generous amount of sunscreen (30ml minimum) 20 minutes before sun exposure, 
every 2 hours, and after every time you get out of the water.

4 Cover up, even under the shade
Put on sunscreen even though you stay in the shade. UV rays reflect everywhere!

5 Mineral zinc oxide is your best friend
Babies and children’s skin are more susceptible to sunburn: always use physical, mineral 
zinc oxide sunscreen to protect their delicate skin.

6 Gear up! 
Gear up with protective clothes and sunglasses. Sunscreens should not be the only source 
of sun protection.

7 Plan around the sun
Try to avoid sun exposure between 10 AM and 2 PM, when the sun’s UV rays are at their peak. 
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ATTITUDE is a Canadian company that offers all-natural skin care and household products with the highest 
quality standards in over forty-five countries worldwide. They are dedicated to promoting healthy living 
and providing a wide range of products to meet all your family’s needs: Sensitive Skin, Sun Care, Bath & 

Body, Baby & Kids, Household and Pet Care. 

Committed to full transparency, ATTITUDE has developed a full range of products created with your 
family and the planet in mind. Certified environmentally preferable by ECOLOGO(R) and crafted under good 
manufacturing practices, their products are free of ingredients of concern according to EWG standards.

MADE IN CANADA
ECOLOGO CERTIFIED

CRUELTY-FREE & VEGAN
HYPOALLERGENIC
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