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Sunscreen, also known as sunblock and sun cream comes in many forms, such as lotion, spray or gel foam. 

Sunscreen is used to absorb or reflects some of the sun’s ultraviolet (UV) radiation and helps to protect 

the skin against sunburns. It can also help to slowdown or temporarily prevent the development of 

wrinkles, dark spots and sagging skin. Sunscreen can be bought at a drug store such as Watson and 

Guardian. As a user, we buy sunscreen with different SPF ratings, depending on how often we are exposed 

to sunlight. We can see sunscreens has labellings with SPF 15, SPF 30, SPF 50 and higher.  

 

 

 

 

 

SPF stands for Sun Protection Factor and the number tells us how long the sun’s UVB rays would take to 

redden our skin if we apply the sunscreen exactly as directed compared with the amount of time without 

sunscreen. For example, if we use an SPF 30 sunscreen properly, it would take 30 times longer to redden 

our skin compared to not using that sunscreen. However, we must reapply it every two hours and as well 

as after swimming or heavy sweating. That is because sunscreen is not a waterproofed product. 

There are two types of sunscreen, physical sunscreen and chemical sunscreen.  

i. Physical sunscreen 

This sunscreen uses mineral-based ingredients such as titanium dioxide and zinc oxide as it’s main 

ingredient. Physical sunscreen protects skin from sunlight by blocking and scattering the rays 

before they penetrate our skin. It works by staying on top of the skin to deflect and scatter UV rays 

away from the skin. 

ii. Chemical sunscreen uses ingredients such as Avobenzone and Oxybenzone as it’s main 

ingredients. These sunscreen work by absorbing UV rays before they can damage our skin. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The figure above shown a person’s skin with and without sunscreen. The photo on the right was taken 

using ultraviolet photography after applying sunscreen. From the photo, we can see how sunscreen 

works to protect our skin from the sun’s rays. 

Different types of sunscreen can be used according to how often are exposed to rays. 

i. Broad- spectrum. This sunscreen protects skin from both UVA and UVB rays. 

ii. SPF 15. These sunscreen is ideal for every day use and occasional exposure.  

iii. SPF 30 and higher. Sunscreen has higher SPF is suitable for when doing outdoor activities 

including swimming, hiking and outdoor sports. 

iv. Water-resistant and very water -resistant. This sunscreen is suitable for swimming and intense 

exercise. Sunscreen which has water-resistant labels are tested to be effective for up to 40 

minutes of swimming while for very water-resistant is effective for 80 minutes in water. 

Although sunscreens can protect us from sunburns and skin cancer, the ingredients from these sunscreens 

may be of harm to humans and the ecosystem. Ingredients in sunscreen such as: 

i. Oxybenzone 

This chemical is very effective at reducing UV exposure. It is also classified as a hazardous 

irritant for eye contact and slightly hazardous for direct skin contact. This ingredient is used to 

penetrate the skin and help other chemicals penetrate the skin. In addition, Oxybenzone is listed 

as a direct cause of coral bleaching. 

ii. Homosalate 



This ingredient in sunscreen uses a UV absorber that helps the sunscreen penetrate the skin. It 

bioaccumulates in the body faster than is eliminated and is considered a hormone disrupter. 

iii. Zinc Oxide 

This ingredient is listed as a marine pollutant and have components that are highly toxic to the 

aquatic organism. 

iv. Paraben 

Paraben is used to prevent the growth of bacteria, yeast and molds in personal care products 

such as shampoo and sunscreen. This ingredient can mimic the hormone estrogen which can 

contribute to breast cancer.       

Food and Drug Administration (FDA) have published 2 studies in 2019 and 2020 where the studies 

showed that ingredients such as oxybenzone, avobenzone and homosalate systemically absorb into the 

body after a single-use. They also found that sunscreen ingredients could be detected on the skin and blood 

weeks after application has ceased. Added to that, mineral sunscreen that uses titanium dioxide and zinc 

oxide are usually used in microscopic nanoparticle configuration that can penetrate the skin and reach 

other living tissue.  

In conclusion, sunscreen can protect us from the effects of sun’s rays but this does not mean that we can 

expose our skin to the sun. Wear proper clothing when going outside and a cap if we expect to be exposed 

to too much sunlight. Ingredients in sunscreen such as zinc oxide, titanium dioxide, oxybenzone can 

remain in our skin and living cell for a long time as well give a bad effect on our ecosystem. 


