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By Heather Won Tesoriero

With sizzling temps breaking thermometers around the country, people are feeling the heat. And 

the American Cancer Society and Johnson & Johnson�s Neutrogena division, which makes 

sunscreen, are also getting some heat over a public service announcement about skin cancer, 

the New York Times reports. 

A young woman in the ad holds a photograph of a 

smiling blonde. �My sister accidentally killed 

herself. She died of skin cancer,� the copy reads. 

The public service ad, whose production was 

underwritten by J&J, is running in more than a 

dozen women�s magazines this summer. �Left 

unchecked, skin cancer can be fatal,� the ad 

warns, urging readers to �use sunscreen, cover up 

and watch for skin changes.� 

Although skin cancer is on the rise, the ad has 

drawn criticism from some who feel the message 

is harsh and misleading. �We do have some pretty 

good evidence that sunscreen will reduce your risk 

of the less lethal forms of skin cancer,� Dr. Barry 

Kramer, associate director for disease prevention 

at the National Institutes of Health, told the Times. 

�There�s very little evidence that sunscreens 

protect you against melanoma, yet you often hear 

that as the dominant message.� 

Others take aim at J&J�s financing of what some say is a self-serving message, although the 

Neutrogena brand isn�t mentioned in the ad. �When people see an American Cancer Society 

public service announcement, they expect it to reflect the best evidence,� Dr. Lisa Schwartz, co-

director of the Outcomes Group at the Veterans Affairs hospital in White River Junction, Vt., told 

the Times. �We don�t want people who have a financial interest to be telling you the benefit of 

doing something.�

In a statement to the Health Blog, the American Cancer Society defended the campaign, citing 

little improvement in people�s sun-protection habits during the past decades. �The PSA campaign 

with Neutrogena�s support has led to remarkable visibility for the Society�s skin cancer 

awareness efforts.� Because Neutrogena paid for all the creative work for the campaign, the 

group�s donors were spared the cost. (The magazines also run the ad without charge.) �The 

edgy, attention-getting approach clearly led to the popularity and the effectiveness of the PSAs,� 

the cancer group said. A J&J spokeswoman told the Times that the arrangement benefited both 

parties: �We have the common goal of raising awareness of the importance of sun protection.�

Health Blog Question of the Day: Does J&J�s financing of a public service announcement 

present a conflict of interest?
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10:23 am July 13, 2007

jbabb wrote: 

There are two kinds of people - those who use a strong sunscreen (spf 35 or higher) and those 
who should. 

I was lucky; I survived a case of skin cancer. As a soccer referee in South Texas, I regularly 
used sunscreen on my face, legs, and head. I was a bit cavalier in my use of sunscreen on my 
arms - my arms never were sunburned. My cancer appeared on my lower forearm just above my 
wrist watch band ( a place where I was not particularly careful in coating). 

Now I am very meticulous in my use of sunscreen. I use SPF 35 or higher, and I make sure I 
coat all exposed skin throroughly and frequently.

1:25 pm July 11, 2007

Mark F. wrote: 

Many non-profits RELY on corporate sponsorships to underwrite the $$$ needed to produce 
public service announcements. If you did a little digging, I think you�d find this practice to be far 
more common that just the ACA and NutraGina, and far less insidious than it appears. Again, 
NON-PROFIT organizations don�t have big bank accounts! Sponsorships pay the cost for the 
PSA and permit the corporate sponsor to demonstrate its commitment to serving the community.

3:44 pm July 10, 2007

gpawelski wrote: 

A social science perspective on gifts to physicians from industry. JAMA 2003 Jul 9;290(2):252-5 
http://jama.ama-assn.org/cgi/content/full/290/2/252
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