
Cycle helmet promotion: a dangerous distraction

This briefing sets out why CTC, the national cyclists’ organisation, believes that campaigns to promote cycle helmet wearing are counter-productive to any public policy to encourage cycle use and improve cyclists’ safety.

We are NOT talking here about the pros and cons for individual cyclists of deciding whether or not to wear helmets.  There are many types of cyclist who take part in many types of cycling activity – from local trips on quiet streets, in parks or in the countryside near their homes, through to cycle sport and mountain biking.

The common perception that “cycling is dangerous” needs to be placed in perspective.  Whilst we would clearly welcome any reduction in the 136 cyclists who died on Britain’s roads in 2001, this still a very small number compared with around 45,000 people who died that same year from heart disease relating to physical inactivity.  At a time of alarming rises in obesity rates, the last thing we should be doing is scaring people into not cycling.

It is in any case doubtful how many (if any) lives would be saved through increased helmet wearing.  To start with, helmets obviously cannot prevent crashes from occurring, and are not designed to withstand impacts with moving traffic.  Furthermore, all evidence suggests that, wherever efforts to increase helmet-wearing (or worse still, laws banning cycling without helmets) have reduced the number of cycle casualties, this is because cycle use has fallen, usually by an even greater amount.  Valuable health benefits have been lost, while the risk per cyclist for those who remain has actually got worse.  It follows that there must be hazards associated with helmet wearing, which must equal or outweigh any benefits they may have.  For instance, there is evidence that, where a bare head might have suffered a glancing blow or even a near-miss, the forces inside a helmet can cause neck injuries or rotational head impacts which are often the cause of serious brain damage.  Moreover, some cyclists – teenagers particularly – are known to take greater risks when helmeted, due to a “false sense of security”.  This makes it all the more important not to make unjustified safety claims for cycle helmets.

CTC believes that helmet campaigns are at best ineffective, and at worst damaging, in terms of public health and cyclists’ safety.  By alarming people about the supposed risks of cycling, they threaten the Government’s own objectives and targets to encourage more people to cycle more often.  And the evidence suggests that the risks for those who continue cycling are if anything made worse, not better.

To achieve the dual aims of increasing cycle use and at the same time improving cyclists’ safety, the Government should tackle the source (not the symptoms) of the problem by:

· Creating a more attractive cycling environment, using physical, legal and awareness-raising measures to reduce the risks posed to cyclists by high traffic volumes and speeds;

· Providing quality cycle training that gives cyclists and would-be cyclists of all ages the confidence and skills they need to ride safely and comfortably in normal traffic.

In other European countries with high cycle use and attractive cycling conditions, such as the Netherlands and Denmark, cycling is perceived as an entirely "normal" activity requiring no special clothing or equipment, and cycle helmet-wearing is virtually unknown.  CTC believes this is the situation that we should be aiming for in the UK, where the cycling environment both on and off road is safe, so as to maximise the health, transport, social, air quality and other environmental benefits of encouraging more people to cycle more often.

A fully referenced paper, setting out evidence for the following key points, is available from CTC (www.ctc.org.uk):

· Cycling is a highly accessible form of physical activity which provides a range of health and fitness benefits.

· Efforts to increase helmet use, whether through legal requirements or promotional campaigns, actually have the effect of reducing cycle use (particularly among teenagers) and increasing injury risks for those who continue cycling.

· Attempts to reduce cyclists’ injuries by promoting helmet-wearing are therefore counter-productive.

· Cycling is not a hazardous activity such that it merits special treatment.

· The benefits of helmets are widely over-estimated and are frequently exaggerated in helmet promotion campaigns.

· Helmeted cyclists are more likely than others to have falls or collisions in which they sustain injuries.

· The reasons for the lack of safety benefits from cycle helmets may lie in changes in the behaviour of either cyclists or other road users.

· Helmets themselves may increase certain risks, including that of serious brain damage due to rotational impacts.

· Promoting helmets for walking, car travel and other activities could potentially prevent far more injuries and save far more lives.

· A better way to reduce cyclists’ injury risks – whilst maximising the health and other benefits of cycling – would be to increase cycle use, by improving cycling conditions.
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