SOﬂdeX sofidex.com

BEAUTY

Self-Tanner Is Not a Tan or Sunscreen

The colour can replace ultraviolet tanning, but it cannot replace sun protection-and the
long-term safety evidence still has gaps.

The colour comes without the sun

You want warmer-looking skin, not a lecture about embracing your natural tone. But you may
also be trying to avoid the ultraviolet radiation that comes with lying in the sun or using a
tanning bed. Self-tanner seems to offer a neat exchange: the colour, without the exposure. In
one important sense, it does.

The key ingredient in commercially available self-tanners is dihydroxyacetone (DHA). A 2026
systematic review of 16 studies found that no included study demonstrated harm from topical
DHA. That is reassuring. It is not, however, the same as proving that every formulation is
harmless for every person or that repeated use has no long-term consequences.

The distinction matters because the evidence base is weaker than the confidence of the
average bathroom shelf might suggest. Most studies in the review were low quality and
involved only a few humans or animals. Some tested concentrations above the threshold
permitted by the European Commission. The review also identified unresolved questions
about product absorption and the formation of free radicals in the skin.

So the honest answer is measured. DHA self-tanner has not been shown to cause harmin the
available studies, and it offers a way to change your skin's appearance without deliberately
tanning under ultraviolet rays. But researchers do not yet have the high-quality evidence
needed to close every long-term safety question. Safe enough to use is not the same claim as
studied enough to stop asking.

A real tanis aninjury

The colour from a self-tanner may resemble a suntan, but the two are not interchangeable
biological events. When ultraviolet (UV) rays reach the skin's inner layer, the skin produces
more melanin. That pigment moves towards the outer layers and becomes visible as a tan. Any
colour change after UV exposure-whether a tan or a burn-is a sign of injury, not health.

That injury is not confined to a spectacular holiday sunburn. Most skin cancers are caused by
too much exposure to UV rays from the sun and tanning beds, which can damage skin cells.
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Indoor tanning exposes you to intense levels of UV radiation and, over time, can contribute to
skin cancer and cancer of the eye. A so-called base tan is already evidence of skin damage and
does not prevent sunburn.

Sunlight is also a major cause of skin ageing. Over time, skin may develop wrinkles, age spots
and dryness; it also becomes thinner, less plump and slower to heal as it ages. Avoiding
sunlamps and tanning beds, staying out of strong sun, wearing protective clothing and using
sunscreen are all established ways to reduce that exposure.

This is where self-tanner has a clear role. It can provide the appearance you wanted without
requiring intentional UV exposure. That does not turn it into a health treatment, but it can
separate a cosmetic preference from a known source of skin injury. The bottle changes how
your skin looks. It does not ask your skin to defend itself against radiation to produce that
colour.

Safe enough to use is not the same claim as studied enough to stop asking.

The false comfort of darker skin

Freshly applied self-tanner can create a dangerous visual shortcut: darker skin looks as if it has
already been in the sun, so it can feel prepared for more. It is not. Animal evidence reviewed in
2026 suggested that DHA may provide minimal photoprotection, but the researchers
concluded that this was insufficient to replace sunscreen.

Self-tanner is not a base tan-and a base tan would not be protective anyway. Neither the
cosmetic colour produced by DHA nor the melanin produced after UV injury gives you
permission to set aside ordinary sun protection. The appearance of a tan tells you almost
nothing useful about how safely you can spend time outside.

This matters on cloudy and cool days as well as hot ones. UV rays can still reach you through
cloud and can reflect from water, cement, sand and snow. Sun protection is not merely a
response to heat or visible brightness. A convincing bronze colour does not alter the radiation
reaching your skin.

Self-tanner also does not undo earlier exposure. It cannot remove the UV damage represented
by a real tan, prevent skin ageing caused by sunlight or erase the need to avoid tanning beds. It
belongs in the cosmetic category: products applied to change the body's appearance. Unless a
product also makes a drug claim and identifies an active ingredient, its darker colour should
not be mistaken for a protective effect.
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Reassuring evidence, unfinished questions

The same systematic review found no established link between DHA and clinically relevant
vitamin deficiency or contact dermatitis. It also found that DHA has only a minor role in altering
the examination of pigmented skin lesions with a dermatoscope. Those findings answer some
specific concerns, but the researchers repeatedly stressed the limitations of the underlying
studies.

There are possible medical uses, although they should not be inflated into reasons for
everyone to self-tan. Limited evidence suggests DHA may help people with vitiligo or
erythropoietic protoporphyria (EPP), a condition involving skin photosensitivity. A separate
2023 review found that uncontrolled studies suggested a possible effect from DHA combined
with lawsone cream for EPP, but the true effect remained uncertain.

That uncertainty is a useful corrective to the word "safe," which can sound absolute. The
available studies did not demonstrate harm, yet concerns about free-radical formation and
absorption remain unresolved. Better research is needed to clarify any long-term health
effects. The evidence supports cautious reassurance, not a guarantee.

The rest of the formula matters too. Cosmetics can cause allergic reactions, often beginning
with red, irritated skin. Fragrances and preservatives are the most common causes of
cosmetic-related skin problems, so a reaction may not be about DHA alone. Ingredient lists are
required on cosmetic containers; claims such as "natural” and "hypoallergenic" have no official
meaning.

If irritation does not improve or becomes worse, this stops being a question about getting an
even-looking colour and becomes one for a healthcare professional. The same applies if you
have concerns about a changing or troublesome area of skin. A cosmetic label cannot settle a
medical question.

Give the colour a separate job

On Monday, make one small distinction before you leave home: self-tanner is for colour; sun
protection is for UV exposure. The first item does not earn you a pass on the second. This is the
practical rule that turns a complicated evidence discussion into something usable.

For exposed skin, that step takes a broad-spectrum sunscreen with a sun protection factor
(SPF) of at least 15. Broad-spectrum protection addresses both ultraviolet A (UVA) and
ultraviolet B (UVB) rays. Use it as part of a wider approach rather than asking one product to
carry the entire job.

The rest takes objects you can put by the door: clothing that covers your arms and legs, a

General health information from sofidex. Not medical advice, and not a substitute for your own clinician. 3o0f4



SOﬂ deX sofidex.com

=g
.

wide-brimmed hat and wraparound sunglasses that block UVA and UVB rays. Shade is another
part of the plan. These measures remain relevant throughout the year, including on cloudy or
cool days.

Self-tanner can let you have cosmetic colour without deliberately exposing yourself to the sun
or a tanning bed. That is what it buys. It does not buy protection, repair or immunity from
irritation. Next week, let the self-tanner stay in the bathroom-and put the sunscreen, covering
clothes, hat and sunglasses where forgetting them is harder.

Where this comes from
- Skin Aging
MedlinePlus, U.S. National Library of Medicine - https://medlineplus.gov/skinaging.html

- Cosmetics

MedlinePlus, U.S. National Library of Medicine - https://medlineplus.gov/cosmetics.html
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https://www.nccih.nih.gov/health/skin-conditions-at-a-glance

- Reducing Risk for Skin Cancer | Skin Cancer | CDC

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention - https://www.cdc.gov/Skin-Cancer/Prevention/
- Clinical Use and Safety of Self-Tanner (Topical Dihydroxyacetone) in Dermatology: A
Systematic Review.

Journal of cutaneous medicine and surgery, 2026 - https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/41757797/
- Experimental and approved treatments for skin photosensitivity in individuals with
erythropoietic protoporphyria or X-linked protoporphyria: A systematic review.

Biomedicine & pharmacotherapy = Biomedecine & pharmacotherapie, 2023 -
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36525819/
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