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Advance Praise for IN DEFENSE OF SUNLIGHT


“The sun provides our civilizations with light, warmth, dinner (via photosynthesis) and of late more and more of the power we use. It also provides our bodies, as this entertaining and informative account makes clear, with what they need. It’s the only object in our universe we can’t look at directly, but this sideways glance reminds us why we can’t live without it.”

—Bill McKibben, author of Here Comes the Sun

“In this absorbing and fast-paced investigation, Rowan Jacobsen has responsibly reexamined the thinking about sunlight and human health and shown us a plausibly better way. Employing his typically dogged research style, he burns a shoe store’s worth of shoe leather getting to the bottom of what is no less than a plot against nature. Avoid this book (and the sun) at your peril.”

—Paul Greenberg, author of Four Fish and The Climate Diet

“Sunlight and its effects on health have become the subject of polarized messaging, but the science is more nuanced than most people realize. In Defense of Sunlight offers an engaging look at the evidence and raises important questions about how we think about, talk about, and understand the effects of sun exposure on human health. A fascinating read for anyone interested in health, prevention, and the unintended consequences of oversimplified advice from well-intentioned but siloed medical experts.”

—Adewole Adamson, MD, dermatologist and melanoma researcher, University of Texas

“This is absolutely one book everyone needs to read.”

—BookAnon

“A comprehensive overview of the evidence for the ability of sunlight to promote good health, In Defense of Sunlight simplifies scientific jargon and explains why there is harmony between sun exposure and our existence. Jacobsen describes his own awakening to the benefits of sunlight and helps the reader to safely obtain similar rewards.”

—Prue Hart, PhD, MS researcher, Kids Research Institute Australia

“A convincing challenge to the conventional wisdom! We’ve believed for decades that sun exposure is bad for health, yet the surprising body of science discovered by Rowan Jacobsen and skillfully described in this book tells a very different story.”

—Nina Teicholz, author of The Big Fat Surprise

“A much overdue wake-up call for the significant public health risks imposed on humans by the modern-built environment and the poorly considered medical advice on sunlight exposure.”

—Dr. Geoffrey Guy, founder of the Guy Foundation and author of Quantum Biology

“An illuminating assessment of how solar energy impacts human health.”

—Booklist, starred review

“The rigorously researched In Defense of Sunlight convinced my brain of what my body and soul already suspected: that used judiciously and with respect for its force, the sun is my friend and ally, not an enemy to be shunned.”

—Kristi Coulter, author of Exit Interview
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Are not gross bodies and light convertible into one another? And may not bodies receive much of their activity from the particles of light which enter their composition?

—Sir Isaac Newton, Opticks, 1704

Who shall say of what strange and primitive juices, what fantastic combination of electrons, the true sun-worshiper is made?

—Stuart Chase, “Confessions of a Sun-Worshiper,” The Nation, 1929







FOREWORD Richard Weller, MD

I am delighted to have been asked to write a foreword to this fascinating and important book. The dominant message around sunlight today is that it is dangerous stuff that should be avoided, and yet one hundred years ago we had quite the opposite view, with doctors recommending heliotherapy for a whole range of ills. Helped by new scientific technologies, we are again examining our relationship with the sun and rediscovering benefits, some forgotten and some newly revealed. The story of how we got here is intriguing, and I hope that this book will help redress some of the current confusion and imbalance.

Medical science is not a fixed body of knowledge. It continually evolves based on experimentation and the accumulation of evidence. We have moved from the era of leeches and purging to the current world of stem-cell therapies and immunotherapy in a series of small steps based on this gradual acquisition of knowledge.

Sometimes, however, medicine gets diverted onto false trails. As a medical student forty years ago, I spent hours learning the array of operations used to treat stomach ulcers by reducing acid production. To current students this seems bizarre, yet the discovery that gastritis and stomach ulcers are caused by an easily treated infection took fifteen years to percolate through to clinical practice.

Today the medical community is in a similar state of flux regarding sunlight. The growing body of evidence for significant health benefits from sunlight stands in contrast to the prevailing message advising sun avoidance. We need to rethink our approach. Our existing policy on sunlight avoidance stems from advice originally developed for white-skinned Europeans living in sunny countries such as Australia. It is almost certainly inappropriate for people living in lower-sunlight environments or with darker skin types. The medical world is understandably cautious about big changes, for fear that they might be wrong, but also because of the huge institutional investment in the status quo. Syllabi and exam questions have been written, doctors trained, hospitals staffed, guidelines produced, and public-information campaigns run.

Medical silos add to the problem. The adverse effects of sunlight are confined to the skin and thus of interest to dermatologists, yet the benefits—such as reductions in heart disease, cancers, and overall mortality—are not within their field of expertise. Despite this, when it comes to discussing sunlight, internal-medicine experts and oncologists who do have the necessary skills defer to dermatologists.

A rounded view of sunlight’s risks and benefits thus falls between these different medical tribes. Added to this is the increasing background noise on social media about photoaging, together with some vociferous influencers saying that sunlight will kill you, and others equally insistent that it will cure you. There are also those who make overstated claims for benefits of vitamin D supplementation. It is no wonder that the whole field is so confusing.

I am sympathetic to my dermatology colleagues who wrestle with the idea of reversing their views on sunlight. It took me decades to work through the process. Like them, I was taught that sunlight is unhealthy and our job as dermatologists is to remind the public of the dangers of sunlight whenever the opportunity presents itself. Among ourselves, however, we would admit that the science was more complex than this. For instance, it has been known for a long time that melanoma occurs more frequently in those who are intermittently exposed to sunlight rather than those who are continually exposed. This was too confusing for public health messaging, so for clarity we put out a crisp and simple “avoid the sun” message.

My views have changed because the data have forced me to. For the last three decades I have been an academic dermatologist, spending half my time seeing patients and half conducting research. There are three main types of research: epidemiology (where you study populations), mechanistic research (where you look at the individual biological processes), and finally clinical trials (where you expose subjects to an intervention and compare their responses to those of control subjects). None of these approaches tells the whole story by itself. They are like separate instruments in an orchestra, individually unimpressive, but powerful together.

I started off doing mechanistic research, studying the effects of nitric oxide on the body’s response to ultraviolet light, certain that the oxide must have something to do with skin-cancer development. Only after ten years of this, with results not panning out as I had expected, did I begin to suspect that the mechanisms I’d found might instead be driving beneficial effects of sunlight on blood pressure. So I switched to epidemiology, seeing what the effects of sunlight were on overall health, and finding results completely at odds with what I had been taught in my dermatology training. Now I am back into mechanistic research, with the excitement of a whole world of discoveries to be made.

This is an amazing era in which to be a biomedical researcher. In the UK, we have world-leading population datasets, such as the UK Biobank, linked to our universal health records. That allows us unprecedented insights into the relationships between behaviors and health. For mechanistic research, whole new technologies have been invented that, together with the data-handling techniques required to understand them, allow us to explore mechanisms and pathways in entirely new ways. Easy communication means that I closely collaborate with colleagues all over the world, complementing and enhancing one another’s research.

At home, the University of Edinburgh has been a wonderful place to work, where I am surrounded by talented and generous colleagues and students who have helped steer my research and provided an ideal environment from which to knit together all these different strands. This coming together of resources, data, people, and technologies means, inevitably and necessarily, that we are going to revise and improve our understanding of the world. This may cause discomfort in the dermatology world, but scientific knowledge does not stand still nor should our clinical practice.

This book is thus necessary and timely, steering a path through all the noise, claims, and counterclaims. Beyond that, it is a fascinating read and I am delighted and grateful to see it published. My suggestion is that you take a chair outside, find a sunny spot, turn to the first page, and start to read. I am sure you will enjoy it as much as I have, and you will come away with a much fuller understanding of this important subject.

—Richard Weller, MD

Professor of Dermatology

University of Edinburgh







INTRODUCTION HOW I GOT SUN CURIOUS

I finally got right with light in the spring of 2025. It had been a long time coming. By then I’d been writing about the science of sunlight for seven years, but I’d been sun curious for a few years longer than that.

The curiosity stemmed from an ongoing observational study of a single subject: me. I live in Vermont. Gorgeous summers, brutal winters. Over the years, I started to notice what a profound effect the different seasons had on me. Basically, winter sucked. This was not simple SAD (seasonal affective disorder), a common condition in which people feel low during the winter months, and which is believed to be caused by a dearth of light entering the eyes. I didn’t feel depressed in winter. I felt as if my cells didn’t work.

In summer, my senses were sharper. My thinking was sharper. I ate less but did more, as if nutrients and oxygen were flowing more freely. My skin felt snappier, especially once it got a little color. And I was way happier. Small things seemed deeply pleasing.

And then it went away every winter. This was not due to lack of exercise. I go for a cross-country ski every decent day of winter. I probably get more focused cardio workouts in the snowy months. But it didn’t matter. In winter, brain and body never felt like they were firing on all cylinders.

This wasn’t just some inchoate malaise. I could see the difference. In the mirror, I looked a little bit puffy. Despite all the skiing, I’d have a hint of a pouch by late winter. My blood pressure would creep up a few points.

And it wasn’t just me. Most people I knew lost their sharpness in winter. Many got depressed. We all commiserated about the short days. Human beings don’t hibernate like bears or groundhogs, but our bodies were clearly going into some sort of power-saver mode when the sun withdrew.

It seemed like a no-brainer that it had something to do with light. A bright spring day after a long cloudy spell was like drinking from a well after crawling through a desert. But I never thought much about the mechanism until 2014, when a team of dermatologists at Harvard Medical School confirmed the sun’s profound mood-boosting powers. It turns out that when our skin cells are exposed to sunlight, they produce a large molecule called proopiomelanocortin, and, no, that will not be on the final test. Most scientists just call it POMC, pronounced pom-see.

POMC is actually the precursor to three essential compounds, and as soon as it’s manufactured in the skin, it gets snipped into those three, which have different effects on the body. One stays in the skin and triggers the production of melanin, the dark pigment that makes us tan and protects us from burning, and which is also a powerful antioxidant that excels at mopping up the damage caused by the sun’s rays.

The second result of sun exposure is a rise in the production of cortisol, the hormone of activity. It makes your cells fire faster. You get more alert, you burn more energy, and you feel more focused. People think of cortisol as the “stress hormone” and think it’s a sign of trouble, but it’s only a problem when chronically overproduced in response to too much stress. Its role is to help the body deal with stress—which, in this case, can be anything the world throws at you that requires a response, good or bad. I actually think of cortisol as the “in the zone” hormone. When you are in a tennis match, ready to pounce on a weak serve and fire a winner across court, that’s cortisol talking. When you are crushing charades at game night, that’s also cortisol. It’s the hormone of high performance, of rising to the occasion, and it naturally rises in the morning, but it rises a lot more when we step into the light.

The third compound produced from POMC is an endorphin that heads for the brain and suffuses it with natural opioids, triggering a blissful state similar to what we get from morphine or opium. That one was the focus of the Harvard researchers, who found that blocking the opioids produced withdrawal symptoms. In their paper and accompanying press release, they announced that sunlight is literally addictive.

To me, the discovery had obvious evolutionary implications. What else generates opioids in the brain? Exercise, sex, delicious food, fun social encounters—all the things that keep the species flourishing. Evolution rewards us for these behaviors so we’ll keep doing them. In the modern world, these reward systems can be hacked in deleterious ways—addictive junk food, drugs such as heroin that deliver the opioids without the beneficial behavior—but their existence is a sign that people who pursued them prospered and procreated.

So the discovery was somewhat mystifying. Like most people, I’d had it drilled into me since childhood that the sun was bad news, the primary cause of skin cancer, and that the only acceptable amount of its rays that should be allowed to touch my unprotected skin was zero. But if we’re wired to seek out sunlight, there must be a reason.

But that wasn’t how the Harvard doctors saw it. They acknowledged that the discovery implied some “potential evolutionary benefit… that reinforces UV-seeking behavior,” but they didn’t want to touch that one with a ten-foot parasol. Instead, they focused on how this helped explain why it was so hard to break people of their sun habits. There was even talk of treating recreational tanning as a form of drug abuse.

To me, it seemed obvious that we needed to flip the question around. If sun hitting skin in the morning helped energize us for the day ahead and made us feel great to ensure we’d be right back out there at dawn the next day, might there be other biological benefits we hadn’t yet discovered?

More pressingly, what happens to us if sunlight never hits skin? By 2014 we were well on our way to becoming an indoor species, a trend that has only accelerated since then. When we did venture outside, we made sure to block the light. Were we depriving ourselves of something essential? Something our basic biology had been built for? And could part of the modern world’s malaise be chalked up to sun deficiency?

I began experimenting a bit. Sure enough, a shot of morning light—in my eyes, but also on my skin—led to productive, high-energy days. I also began to notice how much better I felt the instant I stepped outside. Winter, summer, clouds, eyes closed, eyes open, didn’t matter, there was always an instantaneous clearing of the cobwebs, a cellular snapping-to. It was as if some nutrient was pouring from the sky.



THAT WAS ALL INTERESTING food for thought, but it stayed a curiosity until 2018, when I began a yearlong Knight Science Journalism Fellowship at MIT. The Knight fellowship is one of those pinch-me positions where you are paid to pursue your intellectual whims into any corner of science they lead. Freed from the pressure to publish, you have the luxury of ignoring the latest hype and drilling all the way down. I went deep on CRISPR and gene editing. I embedded myself with a start-up that was trying to revive the scent of extinct flowers. I stood inside the mirror-lined tokamak, MIT’s tiny nuclear reactor, and crunched the numbers on fusion’s future. And I read all the research I could find on sun exposure.

My timing was fortunate. The year 2018 was also when a paradigm-shifting study appeared in Cell, one of the world’s most impactful science journals. The researchers, a neurology team from China, had developed a new technology that allowed them to analyze the makeup of individual neurons. A lot of mind-blowing work came out of the technique, but the paper in Cell showed that sunlight hitting skin made neurons work better and improved learning and memory in mice.I The mechanism was a molecule called urocanic acid (UCA), which is abundant in the skin. When hit by sunlight, it mobilizes into the blood and then crosses into the brain, where it’s converted into glutamate, a vital neurotransmitter. The extra glutamate reliably increased brain activity and improved mood and cognition. (This is similar to exercise, which also raises glutamate activity in the brain and relieves depression.)

Here was a good reason why the body might be rewarding sun-seeking behavior with an extra dose of endorphins. Not only did sunlight make you happier, it literally fed your brain. This was a revelation, and it was treated as such in the scientific press. “We are all aware that the knee bone is connected to the thigh bone, but did you know that the brain was connected to the skin?” Science magazine, the most prestigious journal in the world, opined in a commentary on the paper. “You’d have to think that beta-endorphin and glutamate are not going to be the end of it (although those two are powerful enough for plenty of effects). One immediately wonders about the well-known effects of sunlight on seasonal depression, among other possibilities.”

Two neurologists from Harvard Medical School agreed, penning a commentary in Cell titled “Sunlight Brightens Learning and Memory.” “Sunlight alters physiology in complex ways,” they wrote, “and UCA is likely not the sole mediator of its effects on mood and behavior…. This dataset provides a great starting point to delve into other mechanisms responsible for sunlight-induced changes in behavior.” And they didn’t disguise their position: “Whereas exposure to excessive levels of sunlight is detrimental to our health, moderate exposure can boost our physical and mental state.” It would have been nice if they’d strolled across campus to let their colleagues in the dermatology department know that sun avoidance could starve the brain of essential supplies, but everyone stayed in their lane.

In the world of journalism, I seemed to be the only one who was captivated by the news. And the more I dug around, the more astonished I got. The science consistently showed that people who received ample amounts of sun exposure lived longer, healthier lives than people who didn’t. Sun deprivation was linked to heart attack, stroke, diabetes, dementia, depression, Parkinson’s, myopia, respiratory infections, certain cancers, and autoimmune conditions such as multiple sclerosis and inflammatory bowel disease.

That evidence had been showing up in various observational studies for decades, but it had been growing stronger as the tools got better. For instance, one massive UK study attached light-sensing watches to the wrists of 89,000 volunteers to document their weekly light exposure, then followed the group for eight years to see who died and who didn’t.

Who died? Those who didn’t get enough daylight. People exposed to the most light were 34 percent less likely to expire than people who got less daylight than average.

Maybe that was just because they were exercising more? That’s the right question to ask, but these are the things epidemiologists wake up asking themselves. We know that lots of lifestyle factors affect health, including smoking, exercise, diet, age, socioeconomic status, and so on. So to be sure they are comparing apples to apples, all modern observational studies account for well-known confounders. In the case of the UK light study, even after adjusting for everything from exercise and diet to smoking and sleep duration, the sun getters were still 17 percent less likely to die. As the authors put it in their paper, “Personal day light exposure appears to be an independent predictor of mortality risk.”

Why? That’s what this book is about. The short answer is that the human body evolved in an environment of abundant sunlight, and we are designed to make use of that solar energy in various ingenious ways—ways that we are finally starting to understand.

If you’re wondering why you’ve never heard about any of this, well, join the club. After years of following the research and wondering why it wasn’t making its way into the public sphere, I’ve concluded that part of the problem is simply that the sun has no lobby. There are a lot of people whose job it is to tell you about the risks of too much sunlight, and a lot of companies hoping to sell you some product to protect yourself from it. In contrast, it’s nobody’s job to tell you about the good stuff.

So I’ve made it my job. This book is an attempt to weave together the threads of dozens of different scientific investigations over many decades, to tell the full story of light and how our bodies use it. I think it’s an important story to tell because we can all benefit from it. The medicine, after all, is right outside the door. Each extra hour spent outdoors lowers the rate of cancer, diabetes, obesity, and depression.

It’s certainly worked for me. A simple commitment to a little more light each day has profoundly boosted my well-being, but it’s also reenchanted my experience of everyday life by changing the way I think.



I USED TO THINK of light as ephemeral, a mere backdrop against which the drama of living matter unfolds, but light is just as physical as any atom. It’s pure energy, bundled into tiny packets called photons that zip out of the sun at 300 million meters per second and find their way to Earth eight minutes later, where they interact with everything they touch, including you.

The photons that emerge from the sun have a huge range of energy levels. The more energy they have, the faster the frequency at which they oscillate, and the shorter their wavelength as they travel. (For a deeper exploration of the physics of light, see the color insert “A Light Primer.”)

When a photon of light meets a molecule that is oscillating at a similar frequency, it will get absorbed by that molecule, energizing it. That happens billions of times per second in our bodies. It’s how we see. We have receptors in our eyes tuned to absorb different frequencies of light, and we see these different frequencies as colors.

But photons continuously bombard our entire bodies, not just our eyes, merging with molecules of matching frequencies and making them dance. We depend on that dance to set our internal clock, to make essential compounds, to get a sense of the world around us, and to do a dazzling array of vital tasks, as I’ll explain.

Because different colors of light have different frequencies, they have different effects on the body. Blue, for example, energizes us. Green soothes us. But all the visible frequencies, from red to violet, comprise less than half of the light coming from the sun. Those are just the photons we can detect with our eyes. About half the solar spectrum is infrared light, which has lower energy than visible light. We can’t see it, but it’s pouring into our body whenever we’re outside (we feel it as heat), and it actually penetrates far more deeply than the other colors. Scientists now suspect that these gentlest of photons may heal damage at the subcellular level, and there are even hints that they can help stave off aging.

On the other end of the spectrum, beyond violet and also invisible to us, is ultraviolet light, which accounts for just a few percent of the solar spectrum but which presents some of the biggest challenges and opportunities. An ultraviolet (UV) photon has so much energy that it can actually scramble the atomic bonds that hold molecules together. That’s why UV can be damaging. Some UV photons have just the right frequency to be absorbed by DNA molecules themselves. Like a direct hit from a photon torpedo, that energy overload can disrupt the molecule. If not fixed, that can lead to mutations and cancer.

Fortunately, because UV has such short wavelengths, it penetrates only a few hundredths of a millimeter into the skin before hitting a molecule, so any damage is limited to the surface. And, of course, life has been dealing with UV for 4 billion years. Organisms have invented complex systems of damage control, as well as ways of harnessing the energy of UV to produce valuable molecules such as vitamin D and nitric oxide.

Overall, the ledger leans strongly toward the upside of sun exposure, as we know from the excellent mental and physical health of people who get more of it. Full-spectrum sunlight produces a pharmacopoeia of beneficial compounds in the body that substantially reduce the risk of every lifestyle disease you can think of. It also provides the body with essential cues that help us calibrate our biology to the changing days and seasons. It’s an elegant system that’s been fine-tuned over billions years of existence on a sun-drenched planet.

But it’s also one that’s been thrown into disarray in recent times with our retreat from the outdoor world. Most Americans spend less than an hour per day outside. One in five virtually never sets foot beyond the built environment. That leaves us trapped in what chronobiologists call biological darkness—weak and weird artificial lighting that is so different from full-spectrum sunlight that our cells can’t make use of it.

Cut off from its ancient lodestar, the body loses its way. The brain gets trapped in a never-ending pit of seasonal affective disorder. The ramifications are so alarming that fifteen scientists with expertise in these fields recently published a paper titled “Insufficient Sun Exposure Has Become a Real Public Health Problem,” in which they estimated that 820,000 deaths per year in Europe and the United States stem from sun deficiency. We need to find a better balance, and the first step toward that balance is the one that leads outside.



A DECADE AGO, most experts thought they knew why sun getters were so healthy: vitamin D. A century earlier, scientists had discovered that sunlight hitting skin produced D, a hormone that regulates calcium in the body and is essential for strong bones and a number of basic biological processes. The effect is so predictable that D is actually a great measure of how much sun exposure a person has received: the more sun you get, the more D in your blood.

In the second half of the twentieth century, doctors began to notice that people with higher blood levels of vitamin D also had lower rates of diabetes, obesity, osteoporosis, heart attack, stroke, depression, cognitive impairment, autoimmune diseases, colorectal cancer, respiratory infections, you name it—130 different health outcomes in all. It seemed that the doctors had stumbled upon a new wonder drug, and that raising everyone’s D levels could result in massive health improvements.

The easiest way to do that would have been through sun exposure, but the public was already being urged to avoid sun exposure because of skin cancer. So the authorities turned to vitamin D pills, which quickly became the most prescribed supplement in the world. Clinical trials testing its effectiveness hadn’t yet been completed, but D looked so promising that doctors saw no reason to wait for verification.

In hindsight, it was naive to think that a pill could replace an intricate biological system, but science has a long track record of such reductionist mistakes. The results of the trials started to come in right around the time I was doing my research at MIT, and they shocked the medical world. Supplementation did indeed raise the levels of D in people’s blood, but it failed to improve a single condition. The results were consistent across hundreds of trials, a rare consensus. Top publications such as The New England Journal of Medicine called for doctors to stop prescribing D. Top magazines such as Scientific American ran features debunking it. Though it is still widely prescribed, the supplement is now considered useless for anyone except those who have a severe deficiency of the vitamin.

But that left a mystery. If D wasn’t the reason people who got more sun exposure were so much healthier, what was?

By then I was hooked. It turned out many scientists were asking the same question. Immunologists were finding that sun deprivation during childhood led to higher rates of autoimmune diseases. Cardiologists were noting lower blood pressure and less diabetes in those who got a daily dose of sunshine. Endocrinologists were realizing how many hormones and neurotransmitters were produced when sunlight hit skin. Chronobiologists were seeing accelerated aging in night-shift workers and astronauts. Neurologists were discovering the surprising ability of certain wavelengths to reduce pain and enhance wound healing. And psychologists were learning that sunlight’s ability to keep the mind on an even keel went way beyond what could be achieved with a SAD lamp. The skin was turning out to be the organ that set the tone for the functioning of the entire body, and we’d unwittingly been sabotaging it for decades.

In 2019 I finagled an invite to the first-ever conference on sunlight and health in Washington, DC. I was amazed to step into an alternative universe of scientists who had often quietly been studying the health effects of light for decades. Like many scientists, they were more focused on doing research than spreading the word, so few people had heard about their work. But they had no objections to genuine interest in their discoveries, and they graciously fielded my endless questions.

One of them was Richard Weller, a professor of dermatology at the University of Edinburgh, who has been one of the few in his field not to shy from public discourse. The first time I interviewed Weller, I made the mistake of characterizing the idea that sunlight could be beneficial as counterintuitive. “It’s entirely intuitive,” he responded. “Homo sapiens have been around for two hundred thousand years. Until the industrial revolution, we lived outside. How did we get through the Neolithic era without sunscreen? Actually, perfectly well. What’s counterintuitive is that dermatologists run around saying, ‘Don’t go outside, you might die!’ ”

But in truth Weller and the other experts I’ve spoken with over the years do understand how we came to such an extreme position on sun exposure. They see it as an unfortunate consequence of the increasing specialization of the sciences. The institutions crafting the policies and messaging on sun protection have one job to do: reduce the risk of skin cancer. That’s a laudable goal. There are 5.5 million cases of skin cancer each year in the United States—more than for all other types of cancer combined. While almost all these cases are minor, it would still be great to drive that incidence as low as possible. And the most obvious way to do that is to discourage anyone who might be tempted to stick a toe in the sun.

By that metric, the powers that be have done an extraordinary job. The media is flooded with stories about the dangers of skin cancer and the need to wear sunscreen. Hats off to the agencies responsible. In terms of getting the message out, nobody has done it better.

But over the years, as rates of skin cancer continued to rise despite massive sun-protection efforts, what started as a campaign to prevent overexposure morphed into a kind of fundamentalism. Protect yourself when you’re at the beach. No, cover yourself anytime you’ll be out and about. Actually, wear sunscreen like a second skin.

“Sun protection is necessary every day, regardless of the weather or time of year,” the Skin Cancer Foundation tells us. It wants us to use sunscreen every day and reapply every two hours. That message has dutifully been conveyed by the mainstream media as well, generally in terms similar to what Self magazine suggests in its “Ask a Derm” series: “It is always a good idea to wear sunscreen daily—whether it’s sunny or cloudy, summer or winter, warm or cold, or you’re planning on being outside or staying indoors.”II

But one result of such a relentless campaign is that the dangers of sunlight loom larger in the public mind than they do in the actual data. I’d always assumed that skin cancer is one of the leading killers, but it isn’t. Not even close. Nearly 99 percent of skin cancer cases are basal cell carcinomas (BCCs) and squamous cell carcinomas (SCCs). Those are certainly no joke. They can be unpleasant and unsightly, they can leave scarring, and if allowed to get large they can interfere with sensitive areas such as eyelids, but they rarely spread beyond the skin or result in serious health issues. They just need to be removed.

“When I diagnose a basal cell carcinoma in a patient,” Weller told me, “the first thing I say is congratulations, because you’re walking out of my office with a longer life expectancy than when you walked in.” It’s not that BCCs are good for you; it’s just that the people who get them tend to be healthy outdoorsy types making the most of their golden years, and the BCCs don’t even slow them down. Melanoma is far more dangerous, but it’s also uncommon, accounting for less than 2 percent of skin cancers, and its associations with sun exposure are less straightforward.

Globally, skin cancer doesn’t even make the list of the forty deadliest killers. It’s responsible for about 120,000 deaths per year, which pales in comparison to the 20 million lives lost each year to cardiovascular disease or the 10 million lost to other forms of cancer. It would be great if we could wave our wand and make skin cancer go away, but recommending a practice that lowers rates of skin cancer while raising rates of other, more problematic diseases makes no sense.

And it’s especially poor advice for people with darker skin, who almost never get sun-induced skin cancer and yet suffer higher rates of many of the diseases that seem to be alleviated by sunlight. So it’s one thing to debate the risks and benefits of sun exposure for the small portion of the global population that has fair skin, but for everyone else there’s simply no question: Moderate sun exposure provides tremendous benefits, and one-size-fits-all recommendations are misguided.

In truth, authorities know that their messaging on sun exposure is simplistic to the point of inaccuracy, but they fear that if the message is more complicated than “just say no,” some people will get it wrong. So the goal has been to instill sun avoidance and sunscreen use as an automatic habit, no thought


































	I. And not just mice. In 2022, a comprehensive cognitive assessment of 1,838 middle-aged Finns found that those who had been exposed to more sunlight in the preceding few years had significantly better cognitive function than those who lived in darker regions, whose brains were aging years ahead of schedule.

	II. Even top researchers have no clue where such an idea came from. “This is totally the wrong advice,” the dermatologist Brian Diffey, who designed the UK rating system for sunscreens and has published hundreds of papers on their efficacy, told Vogue in 2025. “It’s not a good habit. It’s a bad habit. You shouldn’t do it.”

	III. The exception is the Journal of Investigative Dermatology, which has been chronicling the new science of sun exposure for decades, and which you’ll find frequently cited throughout the notes section of this book.
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