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Sun Protection Practice in the Sport Sector: a focus group study 

Sport is entrenched into Australian culture from childhood through to older adulthood. 

Participating in sports can therefore contribute strongly to lifetime solar ultraviolet (UV) 

radiation exposure, the main risk factor for skin cancer. There is an increased risk of sunburn 

and long-term skin damage among people involved in outdoor sports, and sun-protection is 

often inadequate1.  

Research consistently highlights the importance of sun-protection strategies, such as 

sunscreen, clothing, and shade, in mitigating the risk of high sun exposure. Several 

Australian sporting organisations have implemented sun-safety policies to protect athletes 

from the harmful effects of UV radiation. These policies are particularly important given 

Australia's high levels of UV radiation and high incidence of skin cancer. However, there is 

limited evidence about sun exposure in outdoor sports2, and more information is needed 

about what policies are in place, how they are implemented, and what strategies would be 

useful to players and sport bodies to improve sun-safety.  

This study aimed to gain a comprehensive understanding of current sun-safety practices in 

Queensland sport settings, including how these practices are implemented and where 

improvements may be needed. We aimed to generate valuable insights into effective 

strategies, existing challenges, and opportunities for further action to better protect 

athletes, coaches, spectators, and staff from sun exposure. 

We conducted seven online focus groups across two participant levels: (1) players, 

spectators, and sports club members, and (2) staff from peak sports organisations. 

Participants were contacted via email through a sports-affiliated member of Skin Cancer 

Prevention Queensland, targeting individuals involved in a range of outdoor team sports. 

Interested individuals completed a Qualtrics survey to provide demographic and sport-

related information. All participants received a participant information sheet and provided 

informed consent online prior to the focus group. Focus groups averaged 60 minutes and 

comprised between 2-4 individuals. Transcripts were analysed using content analysis to 

identify recurring themes present in participant responses, in addition to lists of barriers, 

enablers, and suggested actions. 
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To interpret the focus group findings, we applied Safe Work Australia's risk management 
principles. Central to this is the Hierarchy of Control—a ranked framework that is structured 
into three levels3. This hierarchy informed both the categorisation of focus group findings 
and the development of the diagram above, which visually represents enablers and barriers 
across three consolidated levels of control. Enablers are positioned on the left and barriers 
on the right, highlighting the relational dynamics between what facilitates and what impedes 
risk control at each level. The bolded enablers and barriers represent sentiments that were 
reflected in a number of focus groups across both participant categories.  

Our findings indicate that the majority of enablers and barriers are concentrated in Levels 2 

and 3. This reflects the practical realities of sport settings, where complete elimination of UV 

exposure is unlikely for outdoor sport. Importantly, rather than viewing the levels as 

sequential steps, our analysis supports a concurrent approach— where strengthening 

protective measures across all levels concurrently could offer the most effective strategy for 

mitigating the risks associated with high sun exposure. 
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