Use of Helmets in Snow Sports: Attitudes and Beliefs

When Dieter Althaus was involved in a skiing fatality at the beginning of 2009 sales of helmets for skiing soared and debates about the use of helmets in snow sports were reignited; these debates were refuelled with the death of actress, Nastaha Richardson.  Fatalities in snow sports are quite rare despite the prominence given to these in the media.  However, the primary cause of death is traumatic brain injury, which is also the primary cause for long-term disability.  For this reason, there have been some calls for mandatory helmet use as there is evidence that using helmets may reduce the risk of serious head injuries by as much as 50%.  Hence, bodies such as the Swiss Council for Accident Prevention (bfu), Monash University Accident Research Centre and the American Medical Association recommend helmet use.  Yet, they support voluntary use as there is no evidence that mandatory use would reduce the number of fatalities.  This latter reason has been used by opponents of helmet use to suggest that there is no compelling reason to wear helmets, with some arguing that doing so may actually increase the risks of incurring an injury owing to risk compensation.

Although helmet use in snow sports is increasing, it varies widely across ski regions with uptake as low as 12% in some areas.  Much of the research into why people wear helmets assumes that helmet use is common sense and those who do not use them lack sufficient knowledge of the risks involved.  While there is research to suggest that better knowledge may be associated with safer skiing behaviours, there is also evidence that those who take more risks are more knowledgeable. If knowledge does not fully explain why people use or do not use helmets for snow sports, then maybe we should look at people’s attitudes and beliefs.  Prior research into this subject has elicited some of the beliefs and attitudes associated with helmet use, but did not indicate how strongly each of these influenced a person’s behaviour.  Hence, research was undertaken to assess the variables influencing people’s intention to use helmet (and indirectly the likelihood that they would do so).

We invited people to complete an online questionnaire constructed using the well-tested method for the Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen 1985) and drawing on beliefs and attitudes found from earlier research.  Over 1200 adults completed this survey; they were predominantly skiers (c. 80%) of whom 9% also boarded; almost three-quarters were male.  The majority were at advanced or expert levels and were positively disposed to helmet use.

We found that a person’s intention to use a helmet was strongly related to their age, attitude, beliefs about the amount of choice they had (perceived behavioural control), what was normal for their sport (subjective norms), past behaviour, self-efficacy and moral norms.  Unsurprisingly, the strongest predictor of a person’s intention to use a helmet was past behaviour.  This may explain why those most likely to have worn or intend to wear a helmet were significantly younger than those least likely to do so.  Older experienced skiers may have begun learning when helmets were not available whereas younger skiers may have been introduced to skiing or other sports when young and helmets were more commonly used.

Attitude was the next most significant predictor for helmet use intentions, with beliefs about the protective aspects of helmets being the most important.  This finding supports the idea that helmet users were more likely than non-users to believe that helmets would protect them from injury. Although those who were unlikely to use helmets were more inclined to believe that wearing helmets would lead to risk compensation, these beliefs were weak and may have very little influence on their ultimate behaviour.

The overall analysis does not support the idea that helmet use behaviours are influenced by subjective norms as suggested by some researchers.  However, analysis of individual beliefs indicates that those with a strong intent to use a helmet were much more likely than those with little intent to report social pressure to wear helmets.  A similar finding exists for moral norms.

It seems that there is a tendency for people to do what they have always done as custom and habit presents the path of least resistance.  While it is possible that beliefs elicited so far may be convenient excuses that do not ultimately influence behavioural intentions, generally, the beliefs held by those with low and high intent to use helmets were mostly in the expected direction, but the differences were small and often not important.
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