
Rethinking Sun Exposure

For decades, public health messaging  
has encouraged people to avoid sun  
exposure. This advice is reasonable, to a  
point. Direct sun exposure leads to ultraviolet 
(UV) radiation, which can damage the skin 
and increase the risk of skin cancer. On  
the surface, it seems obvious that this is 
something we should avoid.

More recent research, however, suggests the 
picture is more nuanced. While excessive sun 
exposure damages the skin, habitual, moderate  
sun exposure may benefit cardiovascular 
health and support healthy aging.¹

Protect Your Skin

Without a doubt, too much sun is harmful to 
the skin. Chronic UV exposure accelerates a 
process called photoaging, leading to wrinkles,  
loss of skin elasticity, and dark spots. For many 
people, preventing these cosmetic changes is 
the primary reason for using sunscreen.²

In addition to these visible effects, UV radiation 
is a known carcinogen.³ Surprisingly, people 
who receive regular, non-burning sun exposure,  
such as outdoor workers, often have a lower 
risk of melanoma than those with intermittent,  
intense exposure. The difference lies in the 
pattern of exposure. Severe, intermittent 
sunburns, especially during childhood or 
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Back in the early 2000s,  
singer-songwriter Sheryl Crow  

encouraged us all to “soak up the sun.” 

Today, we’re taking a fresh look at that 
advice through a 2026 longevity lens 

to see how well it holds up.



vacations, are the true danger and can nearly 
double the risk of melanoma.³

It turns out that preventing sunburn is far more 
important than avoiding sun exposure altogether.

Support Your Health

For years, researchers observed an intriguing 
pattern. Blood pressure tends to be lower 
during the summer than in the winter, and 
cardiovascular deaths increase the farther 
people live from the equator.¹

One explanation involves nitric oxide, a molecule  
stored within the skin. When UVA radiation 
reaches the skin, dormant nitrogen compounds 
are activated through a process called photolysis  
and converted into nitric oxide. This nitric oxide 
enters the bloodstream, relaxing and widening 
blood vessels, which lowers blood pressure.

Importantly, this process occurs independently 
of vitamin D, meaning it cannot be replicated 
simply by taking supplements.⁴

The result is a significant protective effect  
on cardiovascular health. Large population 
studies have found that individuals with the 
highest levels of habitual sun exposure had 
approximately half the risk of dying from 
heart disease compared with those who  
consistently avoided the sun.⁵

The Longevity Connection

When considered as a whole, the benefits  
of moderate, habitual sun exposure appear 
to outweigh the risks for many individuals. 
One large longitudinal study of nearly 30,000 
Swedish women found that avoiding sun  
exposure was associated with a mortality  
risk comparable to smoking cigarettes.¹  
While this finding does not suggest that  
excessive sun exposure is healthy, it does 
highlight the potential importance of  
regular, moderate exposure.

Research suggests sunlight may  
benefit several body systems beyond  
the cardiovascular system.

•	 Metabolic health: UV exposure has been  
associated with reduced weight gain, lower  
fasting glucose levels, and protection 
against obesity and type 2 diabetes.⁵

•	 Brain and mood: Sunlight stimulates the  
release of beta-endorphins, natural chemicals 
that promote feelings of well-being. UV  
exposure also increases urocanic acid, 
which may cross the blood-brain barrier  
and support learning and memory.¹

•	 Immune health: Moderate sun exposure  
appears to help regulate immune function 
and reduce inflammation through several 
pathways, including immune cell modulation, 
cytokine regulation, and activation of the 
neuroimmune-endocrine system.¹

Finding The Right Balance in the Sun

Like many things in medicine, sun exposure 
involves a balance.

At first glance, the evidence may seem 
conflicting. Moderate sun exposure has been 
associated with meaningful cardiovascular and 
longevity benefits, while cumulative ultraviolet  
(UV) radiation remains a well-established 
risk factor for skin cancer. Both can be true. 
The healthiest approach is to enjoy regular, 
non-burning sun exposure while protecting  
your skin with broad-spectrum sunscreen,  
protective clothing, shade, and other measures 
that reduce unnecessary UV damage.

Chronic, excessive sun exposure increases  
the risk of skin cancer. Fortunately, when 
detected early, most skin cancers are highly 
treatable.⁴ At the same time, moderate, habitual 
sun exposure has been associated with lower 
rates of heart disease, diabetes, and certain 
internal cancers, conditions that account for 
far more deaths overall.⁴

Researchers modeling population-wide sun 
exposure estimated that increasing habitual, 
moderate sun exposure could prevent thousands 
of premature deaths from cardiovascular disease  
and internal cancers while resulting in only a 
relatively small increase in skin cancer deaths.⁴



So perhaps there was some wisdom in that 
old song after all.

Feel free to “soak up the sun,” but remember 
to protect your skin. Wear broad-spectrum 
sunscreen, seek shade when appropriate, 

and reapply sunscreen every two hours, or 
more frequently after swimming or sweating, 
to help prevent the sunburns that carry the 
greatest risk.
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Our Core5 Profile  
Optimal health is visualized as a 
pentagon built from the Core5:  
sleep architecture, strength & lean 
mass, cardiopulmonary fitness,  
cardiovascular health, and metabolic  
rate. When all five are strong, the 
pentagon is complete. When one 
falls short, the shape reveals where 
your health needs attention.

This month’s Core5 focus:  
Cardiovascular Risk


