Protect Children from the Sun
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Excessive, unprotected sun exposure is especially dangerous to children because 80 percent of lifetime sun exposure occurs before the age of 18. One in five Americans develops skin cancer. Too much lifetime exposure increases the risk of melanoma, the most deadly form of skin cancer, later in life.

Premature skin aging, cataracts and other eye damage, and immune system suppression are other long-term consequences of unprotected exposure to the sun’s harmful ultraviolet rays.

Your children still can safely enjoy time in the sun if you follow some simple steps.


Keep babies six months and younger out of direct sunlight.  Sunscreen may irritate baby skin, and infants’ developing eyes are especially vulnerable to sunlight.

When possible, limit children’s exposure when the sun’s rays are the strongest, between 10 a.m. and 4 p.m.

A child’s shadow indicates the sun’s intensity. If the shadow is shorter than the child, the sun is at its highest intensity. The American Academy of Dermatology has established the following shadow rule: “No Shadow-Seek Shade.”


For children older than six months, liberally apply a broad-spectrum sunscreen with a sun protection factor of at least 15 about one-half hour before they go outside, even on cloudy days.  Reapply sunscreen every two hours, more often when children are swimming or heavily perspiring. 

Periodically check the sunscreen expiration date, which generally is for one year.  If unsure when the sunscreen was purchased, throw it away.


Wearing light-colored, firmly woven clothing protects children from the sun’s rays.  Long pants and long-sleeved shirts are essential.  Remember to include a wide-brimmed hat and good-fitting sunglasses in outdoor attire.  Select sunglasses that screen out 99 to 100 percent of UVA and UVB rays.

Seeking shade beneath trees and umbrellas helps protect children.  Trees provide about 60 percent blockage from the sun’s rays.

Teenagers working outside as lifeguards, gardeners and farm or construction workers have a high risk for skin damage, and need adequate protection before going out into the sun.   Since tanning beds and sun lamps can cause as much skin and eye damage as direct sunlight, discourage teenagers’ use of these devices.

Using the UV Index will help you prevent over exposure to the sun when planning outdoor activities. The index provides numeric values and describes a person’s likelihood of exposure to the sun’s harmful rays.  It is issued daily in selected United States Cities including Louisville, Memphis, Charleston and Indianapolis.  The index was developed by the National Weather Service and Environmental Protection Agency.


For information on protecting children from excessive sun exposure, contact the (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service and visit the Health Education Through Extension Leadership Web site at http://www.ca.uky.edu/agcollege/fcs/HEEL/heel.

Educational programs of the Kentucky Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability or national origin.
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