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Young people and skin
cancer: challenging
powerful images

his article describes the first attempt in this
country to assess the effect on adolescents

of educational material on sun and skin cancer,
Public education campaigns have been run in
the Iast ten years to promote early detection of
melanoma and to increase public awareness
about the dangers of sun exposure, As in anti-
smoking campaigns, educationalists working on

people may be particularly susceptible to the
ill-efects of sun exposure.

Types of skin cancer

There are many varieties of skin cancer, but
the commonestin order of decreasing frequency
are basal cell carcinomas (BCCs; rodent ulcers),
squamous cell carcinomas (SCCs), and melano-

sun exposure have power-
ful images in the media to
fight. Since Coco Chanel
in the 1920s first made it
fashionable to be brown, a
suntan has become highly
desirable. Glossy maga-
zines still project the
image of attractive young

mas, Excessive sun expo-
sure plays a role in the ®ti-
ology of all three, although
the relationship of melano-
ima to sun exposure is more
complex than that of the
other two. For BCCs and
SCCs, the incidence is pro-
portional to the faimess of

hod

women as brown, and small children soon adopt
the attitudes of their seniors.

We therefore see children as an important
target group for health education about the sun
and skin cancer, There is an additional scientific
argument for this. Epidemiological studies have
shown that melanoma patients often give a his-
tory of severe sunburn before the age of 15,
There is, therefore, reason to suppose that young

skin (tendency to burn) and
the total cumulative dose of sun. The fairer the
individual and the more sun-exposed that indi-
vidual is, the greater the likelihood of develo-
ping BCCs or SCCs. Therefore, these mmours
are common in outdoor workers such as far-
mers, cricket professionals, and those who have
leisure pursuits such as golf or gardening. Me-
lanomas also occur in these chronic overdosers,
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attitude questionnaires educational packa

were completed by the The P ge

pupils two months after
the educational input in
May. The knowledge
questionnaire was
repeated after the
summer holidays, and
additional ‘sun-related
behaviour’ questions
were also included.

1. Lfsel-mor

but they are more likely in people who have their
sun exposure intermittently: typically, fair indi-
viduals of high socioeconomic status who work
inside but go for short sharp bursts of sunshine
in the summer holidays.

All these three types of skin cancer are be-
coming commoner, BCCs and SCCs already
represent a very significant workload for derma-
tologists and surgeons, They are notably also
occurring earlier in life, and affected individuals
have to undergo surgery or radiotherapy to treat
them. Commonly this is on the face and is,
therefore, often traumatic for the individual,
even though treatment is relatively easy. Itis the
increase in melanoma which is particularly wor-
rying, however, because the rate of increase has
been dramatic. It has been doubling every ten
years, and if detected late carries a considerable

We therefore designed a health education
package foruse in secondary schools which was
intended to increase knowledge about the sun
and skin cancer, to change attitudes to sun ex-
posure, and possibly to change behaviour. The
important principles we wished to convey were:

* Excessive sun exposure causes skin cancer,
+ What a melanoma looks like.

* That melanoma can be fatal but that if
detected early is curable,

¢ That some individuals are particularly
susceptible to skin cancer and should,
therefore, take particular care: people with
fair skin, red hair, freckles, and those who
burn in the sun or have a lot of moles.

¢ We also had to convey the point that the
darker the skin the less likely is an individual
1o develop skin cancer.

The package (available from the Interna-
tional Cancer Research Fund at £8.35) consisted
of a text called Sun, Skin, Moles and Melanoma
for photocopying in schools, a colour booklet
called Suncool, and a video. Suncool was in-
tended to be a bright, positive booklet with a
message that it can look good to cover up. The
video, featuring Melanie Hill (who plays
Aveline in the TV programme Bread), was in-
tended to make the children more receptive to
the text,

The project

Seven schools were recruited in order to re-
flect a wide spread of social and regional fac-
tors: two from the private sector, one secondary
modern, one technical college and three com-
prehensives. They were in Liverpool, Rother-
ham, Rugby, London and Brentwood. In each
school five parallel classes from the same year
were chosen and treated as below:

1. No special education.

2. The class read through the text and took
home Suncool.

3. As above, but they also watched the video,

4. As 2, but homework was set to design
posters for public education.

5. As 2, but they had an additional discussion
later in the week about issues raised by the
package.

The educational intervention took place in
May 1990. Just before they finished summer
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term in July, a questionnaire designed to test
knowledge and attitudes was answered by all the
pupils. Specimen questions are shown in the
panel,

After the summer holidays they answered a
second questionnaire with behavioural ques-
tions about sun exposure during the preceding
holiday and the same attitudinal questions as in
the first questionnaire,

The questionnaires were returned by post,
coded, and the data put into the computer. This
was analysed by total scores for knowiedge and
for what we felt was the ‘correct’ attitude.

Results

The mean age of the pupils was 14, with
equal numbers of boys and girls. The July ques-
tionnaire was answered by 543 pupils, while
466 answered the September one and 262 were
identified as answering both.

Knowledge

Those with no intervention (group 1) had
significantly lower knowledge scores than the
other groups (p<0.01) (Table 1). Knowledge
scores were higher for girls {(p<0.001). There
was no significant difference in knowledge with
age.

There was no association between level of
knowledge in the first questionnaire and sun-
bumn (reported in the second questionnaire fol-
lowing the summer holidays). Nor was there any
association with knowledge and wearing a hat,
covering up from the sun, or sitting in the shade,
The only significant association with increased
knowledge was wearing a sunscreen (p<0.005)
(Table 2).

Attitude

The reported attitude score in July showed a
highly significant difference between group 1
and groups 2-5 (p<0.01) (Table 3). Correlation
occurred between the attitudes in July and Sep-
tember, suggesting retention of reported atti-
tudes after the summer holidays (r=0.58,n=249,
p<0.001).

Wearing a sunscreen (p<0.004), covering up
in the sun (p<0.0001), and sitting in the shade
(p<0.02) were significantly associated with
‘better’ attitudes (Table 4). Those who did not
sunbathe hadsignificantly ‘better’ attitudes than
those who did (Table 5).

Behaviour

There was no difference in behaviour accord-
ing to group. There was, however, a significant
difference in behaviour according to where they
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_Table 5. Mean attitude score in relation to sun-
burn among those who reported sunbathing.

ol

Table 6. ‘Sun-related behaviour’ according to
type of summer holiday taken.

took their holiday. More wore a sunhat and ap-
plied a sunscreen if they travelled abroad
(p<0.001) (Table 6).

Discussion

Aspreviously stated, this was the first attempt
in this country to assess the effect on adolescents
of educational material on sun and skin cancer.

We were impressed by the high mean knowl-
edge score, suggesting that children of this age

The authors may be already have quite good knowledge of this sub-
contacted at the ject. This is not surprising, in view of the recent
Dermatology Department,  interest of the media in this subject and the public
The Royal London education campaigns that have been held around
Hospital, Whitechapel, the country. These, although not national, have

London E1 1BB (071377 (ended to receive national coverage.
7000} Although it was already high, we were able to

demonstrate that the pupils who experienced the
intervention had significantly increased levels
of knowledge over the control (untaught) group
1, although there was no significant difference
in the levels of knowledge between groups 2-5.

The attitudes, also, were significantly differ-
ent between group 1 and groups 2-5. These are
reported attitudes, and may merely reflect
knowledge of what was expected, so we felt that
behaviour might be a more accurate indicator of
true attitudes to sunshine and sunburn. How-
ever, there was nosignificant difference in over-
all behaviour between the five groups,

The correlation between knowledge and be-
haviour was poor, The only behaviour which
correlated with increased knowledge was wear-
ing a sunscreen,

The exercise appeared to be enjoyed in the
schools, and we had a number of posters re-
turned to us which were made as part of the
study. However, perhaps we have first to con-
vince teachers: in one school it was noted that
the gym teachers who supervised the project
were conspicuous by their sunbathing during
lunch breaks.

This project was an attempt to start assem-
bling health education materials for schools on
the subject of skin cancer, something that is not
always perceived as important by the general
public. Even though we have not succeeded in
altering behaviour to any measurable extent, we
have at least made a difference to knowledge
and reported attitudes. We hope that our materi-
als and experiences may be helplul to schools
trying to promote this important but neglected
dimension of health education.



