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INTRODUCTION

An effort has been made in dermatology to improve 
quality of care through the use of quality measures [1]. 
These measures serve as a means of assessing the 
quality at which physicians provide care to their 
patients. We developed a novel quality measure with 
the Sunscreen, Protective Gear, and Avoidance (SPA) 
Questionnaire, with the primary goal of providing 
rapid in office screening for sun protective behavior. 
The SPA questionnaire may function as a quick in 
office screening tool for sunscreen protective behavior 
similar to a CAGE questionnaire for evaluating alcohol 
dependence or mini-mental status exam for assessing 
cognitive impairment. With providers having limited 

time during appointments, the advantage of using a 
shorter survey like the SPA Questionnaire lies in the 
shorter time it takes to administer. Furthermore, the 
SPA questionnaire helps providers ensure their patients 
receive tailored counseling based on their sun exposure. 
With tailored counseling, information is provided 
based on individual needs [2].

MATERIALS AND METHODS

In order to pilot the SPA Questionnaire as a screening 
tool for high-risk sun behaviors, six Denver Veterans 
Affairs (VA) dermatology providers randomly selected 
patients (with a history of skin cancer?) seen in the 
Denver VA Dermatology clinic. The providers were 
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trained in using the questionnaire and provided 
a reference handout on “Protecting Yourself from 
Skin Exposure” [3]. Demographic information and 
responses were collected using the SPA Questionnaire 
(Fig. 1). Providers were interviewed for feedback after 
the data collection was completed.

RESULTS

We found that 43/61 (70.5%) of patients answered 
“no” to at least one sun protection strategy. Of these 
43 patients, 40 (93%) were provided with tailored 
counseling. Two of the three patients who were not 
provided tailored counseling were older and had 
physical limitations that would minimize the benefits 
of counseling. One patient was not given counseling for 
unknown reasons. Five out of six providers indicated 

that the SPA metric encouraged targeted conversations 
about sun protection for skin cancer prevention.

DISCUSSION

The U.S. Preventive Services Task Force (USPSTF) 
currently recommends counseling young adults, 
adolescents, children, and parents of young children 
about minimizing exposure to ultraviolet (UV) radiation 
for persons ages 6 months to 24 years with fair skin types 
to reduce their risk of skin cancer [4]. Furthermore, 
skin cancer prevention counseling is especially relevant 
for patients with a history of skin cancer. The SPA 
Questionnaire can be a very useful and convenient tool 
that both primary care physicians and dermatologists 
can utilize to screen their patients to determine which 
behaviors are high risk. Secondary benefits of administering 

Figure 1: Sunscreen, Protective Gear, and Avoidance (SPA) questionnaire.
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the SPA Questionnaire include the short time it takes 
to administer, allowing physicians more time with the 
patient. Longer consultation time has been associated 
with better health outcomes [5]. Thus, with the short 
SPA Questionnaire, physicians will have more time for 
consultation, possibly leading to better health outcomes.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the SPA questionnaire is a simple 
measure of risky UV exposure behaviors.  Posing these 
questions to patients may initiate dialogue and increase 
the knowledge of sun protection practices. It may be 
helpful to ask the questions in reverse order: assess sun 
avoidance, protective gear, and finally, sunscreen to 
emphasize that sunscreen is a secondary sun protection 
measure and sun avoidance primary. Further studies 
are needed to correlate sun exposure with the SPA 
questionnaire and to assess the effectiveness of tailored 
counseling to reduce UV exposure.  Additional studies 
are needed to validate the SPA assay as a useful measure 
of quality in a diverse range of dermatology practices.

  Statement of Human and Animal Rights

All the procedures followed were in accordance with the ethical 
standards of the responsible committee on human experimentation 

(institutional and national) and with the 2008 revision of the 
Declaration of Helsinki of 1975.

Statement of Informed Consent

Informed consent for participation in this study was obtained from 
all patients.
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