
Wo r d s  A N I TA  B H A G WA N D A S 

Tanning makes us feel happier, sexier and healthier 
– but have we ever questioned why?

IT’S COMPLICATED...
Our long and torturous 

relationship with tanning

Golden glow 
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addiction is now a widely accepted medical 
condition. The latest research shows those 
who are UV dependent may also have traits 
of OCD and body dysmorphia. But even 
if your problems only go as far as the tan-
line disaster caused by your Hervé Léger 
cut-out, there is still the element of binge. 
Robert Mighall, author of Sunshine: Why We 
Love The Sun, thinks our attitude to tanning 
is a particularly British phenomenon. “Sun 
is scarce in the UK,” he says. “But we’re 
a binge nation, so the more we’re denied 

something, the more we want  

 
it. We go overboard and end up getting 
burnt – it’s a cultural cycle that’s become 
acceptable and even expected.” 

So even if you’re an SPF50-lover, take 
heed of this warning from consultant 
dermatologist Dr Nick Lowe: “It only 
takes one bad burn to turn healthy skin 
cells cancerous.” Rates of malignant 
melanoma in the UK have more than 
quadrupled in the past 30 years. So 
we’re listening, we’re just not learning. 

        THE BRONZE AGE
For centuries, pale skin was a signifier 
of class and wealth, and tans only 
became fashionable in 1923 when 
Coco Chanel stepped off a yacht 
in Cannes having let the sun do its 
work. Suddenly being bronzed was 
in vogue and everyone wanted in on 
the action. By the 1950s, the chance 
discovery of DHA’s skin-staining 
properties led to the first fake tan, 

ale isn’t interesting. Not to 
the majority of us, it seems. 
Despite the famous-and-fair 
brigade (the Lana Del Reys 

and Emma Stones who shun the sun and look 
incredible for it), despite the once perma-Tangoed 
Victoria Beckham claiming she’s finally ready to 
embrace her natural skintone because tans are 
a bit ‘footballer’s wife’, and despite the torrent of 
terrifying skin cancer statistics – the tan endures. 

Just listen to the rhetoric around it. If it’s not 
how to do it safely, it’s how to fake it smartly. The 
assumption is that, one way or another, we all want 
one. So bronzing is big business. Really big business. 
Brits spend £35million on the fake stuff every year. 
But why are we willing to invest so much?

and by the 1970s, people were jetting off for 
their annual Costa Del Sol sun binges. “That 
was also when large numbers of skin cancers 
started to become evident,” says Dr Lowe. 
“Globally, dermatologists began to notice  
the damage suntanning was causing.”

Now, we all know of the dangers. We’re 
being warned off sunbeds (now legal only 

for over-18s in England and 
Wales) and schooled in SPF 
application, but our quest for 
the perfect shade continues. 
And business will always respond 
to demand, which means the 
race to find the ultimate tanning 
product is on. The past couple 

of years have seen attempts at a tan-
boosting nasal spray and the self-injecting 
‘Barbie doll drug’ Melanotan II – both are 
unregulated and users have reported side 
effects including nausea, discolouration 
and skin reactions. A patchy face and 
vomiting is an odd trade-off for a tan. 

But there is a backlash to this Oompa-
Loompa approach to bronzing. Sure, on the 
one hand you have mahogany-hued reality 
stars (and half of Essex on a Saturday night), 
but there is an emerging class of tanning-
lites who don’t want to look like they’ve 
had a fortnight in Marbella, maybe just 
a weekend in Portofino. “‘Healthy’ is the 
biggest buzzword in tanning,” says St. Tropez 
celebrity tanner Nichola Joss. “It’s a glow  
that says you’re on a macrobiotic diet and  
just casually training for a triathlon.” It’s 
about faking health and wealth – a more 
accessible route to Gwyneth’s Cali-girl glow 
than a superfood smoothie habit that eats  
up a third of your salary. Posh may have 
foregone the fake stuff, but her glow still 
screams ‘transatlantic lifestyle’.

“The fact that after all we’ve learned about 
skin cancer risks and ageing we still associate 
a tan with health, is telling of how much self-
esteem value we place on it,” says psychologist 
Elaine Slater. “At least the cultural shift to 
a lighter hue may mean we tan more safely, 
but ‘having a little colour’ is still of huge 
importance to our perceived attractiveness.”

The tan is dead. Long live the tan. 

THE PSYCHOLOGY 
OF TANNING

SPF 101
That’s not the factor  

number, btw, it’s what you 
need to know, now

You don’t need an hour on a psychiatrist’s 
couch to figure out tan’s top-line appeal – last 
year’s holiday snaps (helpfully tracking your 
journey from pasty kaftan-lover to sun-kissed 
beach goddess) will do that for you. Tanned 
skin is the world’s easiest shortcut to a 
slimmer-looking body. Hence our trip to the 
spray booth pre-wedding, pre-holiday and 
pre- just about any event that necessitates our 
flesh, and self-esteem, having a certain glow. 

But it goes deeper than our epidermis. 
It’s the feelings we associate with tanning 
that cement its importance. “Tanned skin 
stirs up all those sun-soaked memories of the 
past. It’s our metaphor for happiness – school 
summers, beach holidays – they’re all mixed 
up with relaxation and youth,” says consultant 
psychiatrist Dr Umapathy Sundari.

When we’re seeking a tan from the sun as 
opposed to faking it, its mood-lifting abilities 
are a biological response in our brains. 
“It boosts endorphins, the body’s natural 
feel-good tools,” adds Dr Sundari. In fact, 
University of Texas Southwestern Medical 
Centre studies show that when exposed to 
UV rays, volunteers’ brains had increased 
activity in the areas associated with reward 
– the same areas that, when confronted by 
sugar and cocaine, light up like Russell Brand 
at an S&M convention. Hence why tanning 

Tanned skin stirs up 
sun-soaked memories 
of the past... it’s our 
metaphor for happiness

BUY sun creams with 
proven UVA protection – 

otherwise there’s no point.  

APPLY a 10p-sized 
amount to each part of 

your body for full coverage.

DON’T rely on SPF 
in make-up – you don’t 

apply as much of it as you 
would of pure SPF.

REAPPLY after you’ve 
been in the sea, even if it 

says water resistant – that 
doesn’t mean waterproof.

REMEMBER your hands, 
lips, eye area and ears. 

This is what you need 
on holiday and during the 

UK summertime:

Burn time: 
7-10 mins
SPF: 
50+UVA

PALE TYPE 1

Burn time: 
10-20 mins
SPF: 
30+UVA

PALE TYPE 2

Burn time: 
20-30 mins
SPF: 
30+UVA

MID TYPE 1

Burn time: 
60 mins
SPF: 
15+UVA

MID TYPE 2

Burn time: 
90 mins
SPF: 
15+UVA

DARK TYPE 1

Burn time: 
120 mins
SPF: 
15+UVA

DARK TYPE 2

She won’t laugh when 
she sees the streaks
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PATHWAY TO  
YOUR PERFECT TAN
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Fake it with a 
nourishing, one-
week self-tan such 
as St. Tropez Self 
Tan Luxe Dry Oil, 
£25. Giving it two 
days to ‘settle’ 
means it will look 
natural by the time 
you hit the beach.

Ditch retinol. Stop 
using any skincare 
products containing 
retinol, a compound 
that works by 
slightly injuring 
your skin to boost 
collagen production, 
meaning it’s more 
sensitive to light.

Pop a supplement 
such as Imedeen Tan 
Optimiser tablets, 
£40.80 for 60. Their 
antioxidants increase 
your body’s natural 
SPF, while vitamins 
C and E get your skin 
in the best possible 
shape for a tan†.

Go neon. Ultra-
bright nail shades 
are the ultimate 
tanning companion. 
Models Own Polish 
For Tans collection, 
£5, has a white 
base that’s specially 
designed to show 
off a golden tan.

Downsize to a handy, 
all-in-one product 
such as Lancôme 
Soleil Bronzer SPF50 
BB Cream, £24. It 
does everything your 
SPF, moisturiser and 
foundation does, in 
one hand-luggage-
friendly tube.

Eat spag bol. In a 
study, people who  
ate 4 tbsp tomato 
paste in olive oil  
per day were better 
protected against 
sunburn by the end 
of the test period 
than those who had 
just olive oil. Tuck in.

Upgrade to SPF 
everything. We love 
Panama Jack Tropical 
Lip Balm SPF45, 
£2.25, Neutrogena 
Anti-Ageing Hand 
Cream SPF25, £3.99, 
and Shiseido Sun 
Protection Eye Cream 
SPF25, £28.50.

Exfoliate twice 
a week with 
Garnier Oil-Infused 
Nourishing Scrub, 
£7.15, concentrating 
on feet, elbows and 
knees. These areas 
have a slow cell 
turnover rate, so 
tend to be rougher.

Start preparing 
your skin a month 

before your holiday 
for a golden, 

Cali-girl glow
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Moisturise to avoid 
peeling. Sisley 
Cellulinov Intensive 
Anti-Cellulite Body 
Care, £142, uses 
potent fruit and 
algae extracts to 
speed up circulation 
and help undo your 
holiday indulgences.

Hit the bottle. Day 
three is when your 
tan starts to fade, as 
your cells return to 
their normal function. 
Keep glowing 
with Clarins Self 
Tanning Radiance-
Plus Golden Glow 
Booster, £18.
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Slap on SPF. Before 
you flop on the 
sunlounger, check 
our chart on page 
125 to find the right 
SPF for your skin. 
Alternatively, Eucerin 
Body Sun Spray 
Transparent, SPF50 
£17.50, suits all types. E
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Protect your face 
with a fluid, rather 
than a cream SPF. 
Its particles are 
smaller, so it’s less 
likely to block your 
sweat glands. Try 
La Roche-Posay 
Anthelios XL 
SPF50+, £16.50. IN

 T
H

E
 S

U
N

:

Supersize your 
shades. Big sunnies 
protect more of the 
thin, delicate skin 
around your eyes. 
Linda Farrow 289 
Oversized Angular 
Sunglasses, £350, 
tick this season’s 
1950s trend box.

Golden glow 
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Congratulations! 
Now show it off 

before the Blighty 
summer washes it off
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