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Background:  

UV (Ultraviolet) radiation and its link to skin cancer has been seen as a particular problem for rural areas. The 

popular ‘Slip, Slop, Slap’ skin cancer prevention message of the 1980s has been complicated by a newer 

discourse relating to need for measured exposure to sunshine for healthy living, and for appropriate levels of 

Vitamin D.  This study explored the discourses around these two conflicting messages.  

Approach:  

Six rural and urban newspapers were searched using their online data bases, as well as the Newspaper 

Source Plus data base for articles using search terms ‘skin cancer’ + ‘vitamin D, and ‘melanoma’ + ‘vitamin 

D.’ These articles were reviewed for common themes in relation to heath promotion messages. 

Outcomes / Results:  

The articles examined had conflicting messages for the general public. Some criticised skin cancer 

campaigns for “steering people away from healthy doses of sunlight,” and complained “Australians were 

spooked by skin cancer campaigns” and “could do with more sun.”   Other articles noted that teenagers were 

ignoring “sun smart” messages, and exposing themselves to excessive sunlight.  The messages in relation to 

Vitamin D medication were also mixed. There was the concept that deficiency in Vitamin D was widespread, 

and that cannot be corrected “through diet alone,” and also that the “Vitamin D fad” has led to an increase in 

unnecessary tests and tablets.  

The balance in relation to sun exposure, and consideration of UV levels in making decisions about timing of 

exposure, in the Cancer Council Australia Position statement - Sun exposure and vitamin D - risks and 

benefits (and endorsed by organisations such as Australian Society of Dermatologists and Osteoporosis 

Australia) received minimal attention.  

The community often gets their health information from media outlet sources, and this inconsistency could 

drive mistrust in public health messages, and reduce compliance with public health prevention strategies.   

 

Take Home Message:  

These conflicting messages are likely to be confusing to the general public, and this confusion has the 

potential to result in decreased engagement with public health campaigns.  


