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Introduction
Employees who work outdoors for all or part of the day are at risk of
skin cancer. This is because solar radiation is carcinogenic to humans1.

All skin types can be damaged by exposure to solar ultraviolet radiation
(UVR). Damage is permanent and irreversible and increases with
each exposure.  

Under Australian occupational health and safety legislation, employers
should be considering steps to reduce this risk and protect employees
from ongoing exposure to solar UVR that can lead to skin cancer.

Implementing a comprehensive sun protection program, which includes
a range of simple protective measures, can prevent sun-related injuries
and reduce the suffering and costs associated with skin cancer –
including reduced productivity, morale and financial returns.

Occupations especially at risk due to the outdoor nature of the
work include:

building and construction workers
telecommunications and utilities workers
swimming pool and beach lifeguards
police and traffic officers
agricultural, farming and horticultural workers
landscape and gardening workers
fisheries workers
road workers
municipal employees
postal workers
dockyard, port and harbour workers
catering workers
outdoor events workers
physical education teachers and outdoor sports coaches
surveyors
forestry and logging workers
ski instructors and lift operators
mining and earth resources workers
taxi, bus and truck drivers and delivery and courier services
labour hire company workers.

Purpose of this resource
This booklet explores the relationship between exposure to solar
UVR and skin cancer. It provides you with information and advice to
understand and confidently address sun protection in the workplace.

A comprehensive sun protection program is described, including various
sun protection control measures presented as per the hierarchy of
occupational hazard controls. Tips for success are included, along with
a sample policy to assist with the development and implementation of
your program.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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Skin cancer: an occupational disease 
priority area
Skin cancer can be an employment-related disease resulting 
from repeated and long-term exposure to a known carcinogen. 
Skin cancer therefore fits within the national health and 
safety priority action area of preventing occupational disease 
more effectively.

The 2006 Report on indicators for occupational disease
highlights there was an increase in skin cancer claims per million 
employees/persons over a six-year period to 2004. The report 
says that given the long latency period associated with exposure 
and the onset of skin cancer, it is also likely that compensation 
claims greatly understate the real incidence of occupational 
skin cancer6.

Legal obligations 
Occupational health and safety legislation, specific to each 
Australian state or territory, has the clear objective of preventing 
illness and injury at work and saving lives. 

All employers must protect employees by providing a safe 
working environment that is free of health risks. This includes 
taking proper steps to reduce the known health risks associated 
with exposure to solar UVR for workers who spend all or part of 
their time working outdoors.

Employees also have a duty to take care of their own health 
and safety and cooperate with employers’ efforts to improve 
health and safety. To work safely in the sun, employees must 
follow workplace sun protection policies and procedures, attend 

DID YOU KNOW?
Sun exposure is the cause of about 99% of non-

melanoma skin cancers and 95% of melanoma in 
Australia5. A very small number of skin cancers are 
due to genetic predisposition. Both melanoma and 
non-melanoma skin cancers can appear anywhere on 
the body, not just sun exposed areas.
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Source: Australian Safety and Compensation Council. Report on indicators for occupational disease, 2006.

‘If there is potential 

for a worker to 

sustain injury, there is 

potential for WorkSafe 

inspectors to take 

action, and we will.’ 

– John Merritt, 

WorkSafe Victoria 

Executive Director 

(February 2003)
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A workplace sun protection policy
A sun protection policy is a written document that records why and 
how the solar UVR risk is to be managed by your workplace. 

A sun protection policy should include the following key elements:

description of the hazard and key reasons for the policy
details of sun protection control measures to action 
details of education and training requirements 
an outline of who is responsible for implementation and monitoring
procedures for managing non-compliance
details of review processes.

(Refer to page 27 for a sample sun protection policy.)

Monitoring program effectiveness
When sun protection control measures have been implemented they 
must be monitored and reviewed on a regular basis, or at least every 
two years. Employers must also provide supervision to ensure correct 
use and compliance with control measures. 

Where possible, incorporate monitoring of sun protection control 
measures into existing audit tools used in the workplace, including 
OHS inspections, on-site supervisor reports and checklists.

Where monitoring reveals non-compliance, it should be managed, as 
any other non-compliance issue would be, by using the organisation’s 
standard disciplinary procedures.

Reviewing your sun protection program
It is important to show that your overall sun protection program is 
successfully implemented. To review the program: 

Ask staff for comments, concerns or difficulties experienced with 
the new policy and/or control measures. 
Repeat the risk assessment to provide information on changes 
in solar UVR risk levels and success of sun protection control 
measures.
Examine results of monitoring processes to identify behaviour 
changes in regards to sun protection and the extent of compliance 
with control measures. 
Repeat employee surveys to identify changes in attitudes and 
awareness of the issue.

•
•
•
•
•
•

•

•

•

•

Developing a policy: tips for success

Decide if your organisation needs a new policy or if an existing OHS policy can be modified to 
incorporate sun protection. 

Circulate drafts of the policy for comment.

Include procedures for dealing with non-compliance and complaints. Non-compliance with the 
sun protection policy should be managed, as any other non-compliance issue would be. Use the 
organisation’s standard disciplinary procedures. 

Ensure management is well informed and confident to deal with questions about the policy and 
non-compliance.

Set realistic timeframes for the implementation of the policy and its ongoing review. Some 
workplaces designate a period for adjustment before making sun protection equipment 
compulsory.

Regularly reassess the risk and review the policy to ensure it remains current. 

R

R
R

R

R

R
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Monitoring and review: tips for success

Monitor the program and the use of control measures closely in the “rst 12 months.

Establish a system for collecting regular and ongoing feedback from employees. Try sur veys, 
focus group interviews and employee quizzes.

Ensure feedback is documented and considered when making changes.

Consult with employees and their representatives prior to making changes. 

Once established, review the program and policy on a regular basis, or at least every two years.

Use information gathered during monitoring processes to inform training needs.

R
R

R
R
R
R
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Early diagnosis and treatment 

of skin cancer relies heavily 

on early detection, with an 

emphasis on self-examination.

HEALTH SURVEILLANCE AND SKIN CANCER
Skin cancer may appear as either a new skin growth or one that has 
changed in colour, size, shape or texture. Skin cancer can usually be 
cured if treated early.

It is important to note that there is no screening program in Australia 
for either melanoma or non-melanoma skin cancer, as they do not meet 
the recognised criteria for cancer screening. 

The Cancer Council Australia and the Australasian College of 
Dermatologists do however recommend the involvement of general 
practitioners to monitor and assess patients identified as high risk, or 
patients with concerns about skin cancer.

The early diagnosis and treatment of skin cancer relies heavily on early 
detection, with an emphasis on self-examination.

Recommendations for workplaces
Occupational health and safety legislation requires employers to 
monitor the health of employees. In regards to skin cancer, this entails 
encouraging employees to examine their own skin.

To enable employees to effectively examine their own skin, employers  
are required to provide employees with the appropriate self-examination 
information. This means your employees must be well informed about:

the need to check their own skin
the importance of becoming familiar with how their skin 
normally looks
how often they should examine their skin
tips on how to examine their skin
what to look for when examining their skin
what to do if a suspicious spot is noticed. 

This information is available via leaflets and posters from your state 
or territory Cancer Council.

•
•

•
•
•
•
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… there is no screening 

program in Australia for either 

melanoma or non-melanoma 

skin cancer …

How to check for 
skin cancers
Do you check for skin cancers? It could save your life.
Carefully inspect all of your skin, looking for spots that are new or have changed colour, 
size or shape. See your doctor if you notice anything unusual as skin cancer can be 
cured if treated early.
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Melanoma Melanoma

Nodular melanoma Nodular melanoma

Basal cell carcinoma Basal cell carcinoma

Squamous cell carcinoma Squamous cell carcinoma

Solar keratoses

Solar keratoses

Moles

Seborrhoeic keratoses

Call The Cancer Council Helpline 13 11 20 for 
more information or visit www.cancersa.org.au.
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Key early detection messages for employees 
Outdoor workers should regularly look at their skin for suspicious spots. 
A good way to remember is to check your skin with each change of 
season.  It is important that workers know what their skin looks like 
normally so changes will be noticed. 

Tips on how to check your skin:

Check your whole body including the soles of your feet, 
between your toes, your armpits, ears, eyelids, under your 
fingernails and scalp.
Use a hand held mirror or have someone help you to check areas 
you cannot see such as your back, back of your neck and legs.
Look for a new spot or a spot that is different from the ones 
around it.
Look for a sore that doesn’t heal.
Look for a spot or mole that has changed in size, shape or colour.
Use the information found in the educational material from state 
and territory Cancer Councils for pictures and descriptions of skin 
spots to watch. 

Workers should be advised to see their doctor as soon as possible 
if they notice anything unusual or have concerns about their skin.

Workplace medical checks and skin cancer 
The Cancer Council Australia recommends workplaces focus their 
health surveillance activities on encouraging workers to examine their 
own skin and providing information to promote the key early detection 
messages outlined above. However, some workplaces want to provide 
skin cancer checks within their regular medical examination activities.  

The decision to provide a skin cancer check service for outdoor 
employees should be carefully considered for reasons such as:

Skin cancer can grow quickly. There is a danger workers will come 
to rely on skin cancer checks provided by their workplace and 
therefore fail to notice a skin cancer that appears in the interim.
A focus on skin cancer checks may result in workers becoming 
complacent about the use of sun protection control measures to 
prevent skin cancer.
The experience and expertise and therefore the quality of service 
providers vary.
Your legal obligations may not be met unless there is a clear 
emphasis on workers knowing how to regularly examine their own 
skin.
If skin cancer checks are conducted on a voluntary basis, early 
detection messages, if delivered, will not reach workers who 
choose not to attend. 

The Cancer Council Australia does not operate, recommend or endorse 
any skin check services or clinics. If your organisation decides to 
provide a skin cancer check for workers, it is important to ensure the 
medical practitioner conducting the checks has expertise and training in 
the area of skin cancer.

The medical practitioner or skin check service provider should:

Identify workers at high risk such as those with a family 
history of skin cancer, workers with fair skin that burns rather 
than tans, workers who are aged 50 or over, workers who have 
solar keratoses.
Always promote the complete early detection message 
– see above for key early detection messages for employees.

•

•

•

•
•
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Outdoor workers should 

regularly look at their skin 

for suspicious spots … It 

is important that workers 

know what their skin looks 

like normally so changes 

will be noticed.

Refer to your state or 

territory Cancer Council 

for more information and 

advice on skin clinics.
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Always encourage workers to ‘get to know their own skin’ 
so changes will be noticed.
Stress the importance of workers checking their skin regularly 
throughout the year and not relying on workplace medical checks 
to detect skin cancer.
Provide information on how to check for skin cancer.
Undertake a full body examination for skin cancer.
Keep a record of the skin examination including a body map 
documenting suspicious spots.  
Refer the employee to their own doctor or a skin specialist 
if skin cancer is suspected, for confirmation of diagnosis and 
further action. 
Stress to the employee the importance of getting further diagnosis 
and treatment without delay.
Consider a process to ensure employees follow up with referrals 
and receive diagnosis and treatment.
Remind your worker that prevention is better than cure.

Remember: All workers should be encouraged, and provided with 
information, to examine their own skin, whether they attend a 
workplace skin cancer check or not.

•

•

•
•
•

•

•

•

•

Refer to The Cancer 

Council Australia position 

statement on screening 

and early detection in 

regards to skin cancer. 

Go to www.cancer.org.au
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A SAMPLE SUN PROTECTION POLICY FOR WORKPLACES
This sample sun protection policy is intended as a guide only. Organisations should use aspects to tailor 
a policy that suits the needs and practicalities of their own organisation.

(Organisation Name) sun protection policy 

Rationale
Australia has the highest rate of skin cancer in the world. Despite being an almost entirely preventable 
disease it continues to affect at least one in every two Australians during their lifetime. Of all new cancers 
diagnosed in Australia each year, 80% are skin cancers. 

Employees who work outdoors for all or part of the day have a higher than average risk of skin cancer. This 
is because ultraviolet radiation in sunlight or ‘solar UVR’ is a known carcinogen.

All skin types can be damaged by exposure to solar UVR. Damage is permanent and irreversible and 
increases with each exposure.  

(Organisation Name) has an obligation to provide a working environment that is safe and without risks 
to health. This obligation includes taking proper steps to reduce the known health risks associated with 
exposure to solar UVR for outdoor workers.

Aims
This policy aims to provide ongoing organisational support to reduce employee exposure to solar UVR by 
implementing appropriate sun protection control measures.

Our commitment
(Organisation Name) will conduct a risk assessment in consultation with health and safety representatives 
and employees to identify employees who have a high risk of exposure to solar UVR, and work situations 
where exposure to solar UVR occurs.

(Organisation Name) will reduce employees’ exposure to solar UVR by requiring the use of sun protection 
control measures by outdoor workers when the UV Index is 3 and above, and at all times when working in 
alpine regions or near highly reflective surfaces. 

(Organisation Name) recognises that the SunSmart UV Alert is issued whenever the UV Index is forecast 
to reach 3 and above, and will use the time period displayed to inform employees when it is necessary to 
use sun protection control measures while working outdoors.

27
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The Cancer Council Australia
92–94 Parramatta Rd

CAMPERDOWN NSW 2050

Tel: (02) 9036 3100

Fax: (02) 9036 3101

Email: info@cancer.org.au

Website: www.cancer.org.au

The Cancer Council ACT
Building 44

5 Richmond Avenue

FAIRBARN ACT 2609

Tel: (02) 6257 9999

Fax: (02) 6257 5055

Email: reception@actcancer.org

Website: www.actcancer.org

The Cancer Council New South Wales
153 Dowling Street

WOOLLOOMOOLOO NSW 2011

Tel: (02) 9334 1900

Fax: (02) 9358 1452

Email: feedback@nswcc.org.au

Website: www.cancercouncil.com.au

The Cancer Council Northern Territory
Unit 2, Casi House

Vanderlin Drive

CASUARINA NT 0810

Tel: (08) 8927 4888

Fax: (08) 8927 4990

Email: admin@cancernt.org.au

Website: www.cancercouncilnt.com.au

The Cancer Council Tasmania
180–184 Collins Street

HOBART TAS 7000

Tel: (03) 6233 2030

Fax: (03) 6233 2123

Email: infotas@cancer.org.au

Website: www.cancertas.org.au

The Cancer Council Victoria
1 Rathdowne Street

CARLTON VIC 3053

Tel: (03) 9635 5000

Fax: (03) 9635 5270

Email: enquiries@cancervic.org.au

Website: www.cancervic.org.au

The Cancer Council Western Australia
46 Ventnor Avenue

WEST PERTH WA 6005

Tel: (08) 9212 4333

Fax: (08) 9212 4334

Email: inquiries@cancerwa.asn.au

Website: www.cancerwa.asn.au

The Cancer Council Queensland
553 Gregory Terrace

FORTITUDE VALLEY QLD 4006

Tel: (07) 3258 2200

Fax: (07) 3257 1306

Email: qldcf@qldcancer.com.au

Website: www.cancerqld.org.au

The Cancer Council South Australia
202 Greenhill Road

EASTWOOD SA 5063

Tel: (08) 8291 4111

Fax: (08) 8291 4122

Email: cancersa@cancersa.org.au

Website: www.cancersa.org.au

FURTHER INFORMATION AND CONTACTS
The Cancer Council Australia is Australia’s peak cancer control organisation. Its members are the eight state 
and territory Cancer Councils (see below), which work together to undertake and fund cancer research, 
prevent and control cancer and provide information and support for people affected by cancer.

People seeking information and advice about skin cancer and sun protection can:

Call The Cancer Council Helpline on 13 11 20
Visit www.cancer.org.au/sunsmart

•
•

Sun protection products can be purchased from your nearest Cancer Council 

retail outlet. For more information call Toll Free 1300 363 433.
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