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HEALTH BASICS

Summer skin hazards

Summer skin hazards are outdoor exposures that can cause burns, rashes, bites,

infections, or lasting sun damage.

WHAT IT IS

Skin risks linked to sun, heat, plants, insects, and water

WHERE IT COMES UP

Outdoor work, travel, sports, gardening, swimming, and hot weather

WHY IT MATTERS

Reducing burns, rashes, bites, infections, and long-term sun damage

WHAT IT IS NOT

Not a disease or diagnosis

WHO TO ASK

Primary care, dermatology, pharmacy, or urgent care services

HOW IT IS CHECKED

Skin examination; targeted tests when a condition is suspected

Overview

Summer skin hazards are not one disease or diagnosis. They are exposures that become more

common when people spend time outdoors in warm weather.

Sunlight is a major hazard, but it is not the only one. Heat and sweat can irritate skin. Insects

and ticks can bite. Plants may release irritating oils or sap. Pools, lakes, oceans, and damp

clothing can also contribute to rashes or infections.

Risk is shaped by where you are, what you are doing, and how long you are exposed. Cloud

cover and cooler temperatures do not remove ultraviolet, or UV, radiation. Water, sand, and

other surfaces can reflect sunlight.

Some medicines and skin products can make skin more sensitive to sunlight. This is called

photosensitivity. A pharmacist or prescribing clinician can tell you whether this applies to a

medicine you use. Do not stop a prescribed medicine without advice.

How it works
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UV radiation can damage skin cells. UVB is closely linked to sunburn, while both UVA and UVB

contribute to skin ageing and skin cancer. A tan is also a sign that skin has responded to UV

injury; it is not reliable protection.

Heat and trapped sweat can block sweat ducts. This can produce heat rash, also called miliaria.

Friction from clothing, skin folds, or sports equipment can add irritation. Moist skin is also

easier to chafe.

Plant oils can trigger an immune reaction. Poison ivy, poison oak, and poison sumac contain

urushiol, an oily substance that causes allergic contact dermatitis in sensitive people. Citrus

juice and some other plant substances can react with sunlight and cause

phytophotodermatitis, a burn-like skin reaction.

Mosquitoes, biting flies, fleas, and other insects can cause local inflammation. Bee, wasp, and

similar stings may cause an allergic reaction. Ticks attach to the skin and can transmit

infections, although not every tick carries disease and not every bite leads to infection.

Water exposure has several effects. Chlorine may irritate dry or sensitive skin. Organisms in

contaminated hot tubs can cause folliculitis, which is inflammation around hair follicles.

Parasites in some fresh or salt water can cause swimmer's itch. Small cuts exposed to water

may also become infected.

Why it matters for your health

Most minor summer skin problems can be managed with basic skin care and by ending the

exposure. However, recognizing the likely cause helps you choose sensible next steps.

Repeated UV exposure has effects beyond a temporary burn. Over time, it contributes to

wrinkles, uneven pigmentation, precancerous changes, and skin cancers. Sun protection

matters for every skin tone. Darker skin contains more melanin, a pigment that provides some

natural UV protection, but it does not prevent sunburn or skin cancer.

Scratching bites and rashes can break the skin. Bacteria may then enter and cause an

infection. Heat, sweat, and friction can make this more likely.

Ticks and mosquitoes can carry infections in some locations. The relevant diseases depend on

where you live or travel. The timing of a bite, travel location, and later changes such as a

spreading rash or fever can help a clinician decide whether testing is appropriate.

What can go wrong
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Specific conditions and situations linked to summer skin exposure include:

Call emergency services for trouble breathing, swelling of the tongue or throat, fainting, or

rapidly developing widespread hives after a bite or sting. These can indicate anaphylaxis.

Confusion, collapse, or very hot skin during heat exposure may indicate heatstroke, which is

also an emergency.

Seek prompt medical advice for rapidly spreading redness, severe pain, pus, red streaks, fever,

or worsening swelling. Extensive blistering, a rash involving the eyes or mouth, or signs of

dehydration also need timely assessment.

Arrange routine follow-up for a mole or spot that is changing, bleeding, or not healing. A rash

that persists, repeatedly returns, or has an uncertain cause can also be assessed during routine

care.

- Sunburn: UV injury that may cause painful, warm, red, swollen, or blistered skin

- Skin cancer: including basal cell carcinoma, squamous cell carcinoma, and melanoma

- Heat rash: small itchy or prickly bumps caused by blocked sweat ducts

- Contact dermatitis: an itchy rash after contact with substances such as urushiol

- Phytophotodermatitis: a burn-like reaction where plant chemicals and sunlight meet

- Insect-bite reactions: local redness, swelling, or itching

- Anaphylaxis: a severe allergic reaction that can follow an insect sting

- Tick-borne infections: illnesses such as Lyme disease or Rocky Mountain spotted fever

- Folliculitis: inflamed or infected hair follicles, sometimes linked to hot tubs

- Swimmer's itch: an itchy rash caused by parasites that normally infect birds or mammals

- Cellulitis: a deeper bacterial skin infection that may follow broken skin

What you can do

Use more than one form of sun protection. Seek shade, especially around the middle of the

day. Wear closely woven clothing, a broad-brimmed hat, and sunglasses. Use a

broad-spectrum, water-resistant sunscreen with an SPF of at least 30 on exposed skin.

Reapply it as directed, including after swimming, sweating, or towel drying. Sunscreen does not

make unlimited sun exposure safe.

Check medicine labels for sunlight warnings. Ask a pharmacist whether a prescription,

over-the-counter medicine, or skin product can increase sun sensitivity.
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After possible contact with poison ivy, poison oak, or poison sumac, wash exposed skin with

soap and water as soon as practical. Clean clothing, tools, and pet fur that may carry plant oil.

Do not burn these plants because airborne particles can cause serious irritation. Fluid from the

rash blisters does not spread the plant oil.

Use an insect repellent according to its label. Wear clothing that limits exposed skin where

ticks or biting insects are common. After time in tick habitat, check your body, clothing, gear,

and pets.

If a tick is attached, grasp it close to the skin with clean, fine-tipped tweezers. Pull upward with

steady pressure, then clean the bite area and your hands. Record the date and location of the

exposure. A clear photograph of the tick or later skin changes may be useful. Avoid crushing,

burning, or coating an attached tick.

Change out of wet or sweaty clothing. Shower after swimming and avoid sharing towels or

razors. Cover open cuts before entering natural water, or stay out until they heal.

There is no single test for "summer skin hazards." A clinician may examine the skin, test for a

particular infection, or perform a skin biopsy if a suspicious growth is present. Ask what a

proposed test is checking and whether the timing of the test affects its accuracy.

Common questions

Can I get sunburned on a cloudy day?

Yes. Clouds can reduce UV exposure, but they do not block it completely. Sun protection may

still be needed.

Does a base tan protect my skin?

A tan provides little protection and shows that UV exposure has affected the skin. It is not a

substitute for shade, clothing, and sunscreen.

Is a poison ivy rash contagious?

The rash itself is not contagious, and blister fluid does not spread it. Urushiol left on clothing,

tools, skin, or pet fur can still be transferred.

Should every tick bite be tested or treated?

No single step is right for every bite. Decisions are based on the tick type, attachment time,

location, symptoms, and local infection risk. Record the details and ask a clinician if you are

concerned. Seek assessment if fever, a spreading rash, severe headache, or other illness

develops after a bite.

When should a bite or rash be photographed?
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Take a clear photograph when you first notice it and again if it changes. Include a ruler or

another size reference. Keep the date, body location, recent activities, travel, and possible

exposures with the record.

Can swimming cause an infectious rash?

It can in some settings. Hot-tub folliculitis and certain water-related infections are linked to

contaminated water. Swimmer's itch is caused by parasites in affected natural water. A

clinician can help distinguish these from chlorine irritation, eczema, or other rashes.

Sources

- Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Sun Safety Facts .

- US Food and Drug Administration. Tips to Stay Safe in the Sun: From Sunscreen to
Sunglasses .

- Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Preventing Tick Bites .

- Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. What to Do After a Tick Bite .

- US Food and Drug Administration. Outsmarting Poison Ivy and Other Poisonous Plants .

- Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. About Swimmer's Itch .
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