
Not your father’s hard hat 
A game-changing style gets high marks from safety pros and workers alike 
 
If you were to pass by a new elementary school construction site in Portland, Oregon, you might be 
surprised to see every worker wearing a form-fitting safety helmet with chin strap more commonly seen 
on mountain climbers. What happened to the familiar, traditional brimmed hard hat that’s been a staple 
since the Golden Gate Bridge was built in 1933? 
 
The Portland contractor is one of a growing number of construction companies switching from the 
traditional hard hat or “skull buckets” to the new safety helmets, manufactured by companies such as 
Petzl, and modeled after rock-climbing and fire and rescue helmets.  
 
“The standard hard hat hasn’t changed much in 50 years at least,” said one safety director in a 
construction trade magazine. “It’s only good for something being dropped and hitting you directly on 
the top of your head. It has nothing to do with slips, trips and falls on the same level, where your head 
snaps back, or falling off a ladder or a wall form. With any type of fall, the traditional hard hat will more 
likely fall off the head before it is needed.” 
 
Serious fatal injuries 
The result can be catastrophic – a fatal or non-fatal traumatic brain injury (TBI). Nearly 7,300 
occupational TBI deaths occurred between 2003 and 2008, according to the Census of Fatal 
Occupational Injury database. Falls accounted for almost a third of these deaths (29%). The construction 
industry, along with transportation and agriculture/forestry/fishing industries, accounted for nearly half 
of all TBI fatalities. The construction industry has the greatest number of both fatal and non-fatal TBIs 
among all U.S. workplaces, according to NIOSH. From 2003 to 2010, 2,210 construction workers died 
because of a TBI – representing 25% of all construction fatalities. 
 
Chin straps make a difference 
Adjustable 4-point chin straps are one of the prominent design features of the new safety helmets. Chin 
straps ensure the helmet won’t fall off if workers trip or fall. This significantly decreases the chances of a 
TBI or other serious injury. Contractors are finding that workers like these safety helmets because of 
their sleek, sporting-like profile, extreme light weight, secure fit, and comfort. Some headbands, such as 
ones designed by Petzl, are easy to adjust so the helmet is perfectly centered on the head by 
simultaneously rotating the two side adjustment wheels, even while wearing gloves. Workers also 
appreciate that the helmet nape portion of the headband folds into the shell for easy storage and 
transport. 
 
Safety professionals like the adjustable 4-point chin strap strength to adapt the helmet to any 
environment, including work-at-height or ground work. The work-at-height mode has a higher strength 
chinstrap breakaway to reduce the risk of the helmet coming off in a fall. The lower strength mode limits 
possible choking risk by releasing the chinstrap if the helmet becomes snagged when a user is at ground 
level. Keep in mind, most falls occur due to trips and slips on level surfaces, a common occurrence with 
construction’s on-the-go, hustling workforce. 
 
Safety professionals also appreciate the new helmets’ protection from impact and penetration against 
falling objects, and the enhanced protection against lateral impacts.  Class E helmets also protect against 
electrical hazards and molten metal splash. 
 



Modular accessories are another attraction: hearing protection and protective eye and face shields that 
guard against a variety of hazards, including electrical arc flash. Specific mesh shields are also available 
for tree care professionals. An easy-to-use clip-on attachment system allows quick installation of these 
protective shields. Headlamps can be mounted in any position for lighting, and the helmets can be fitted 
with nametag holders and nape protection. 
 
Power of personalization 
Helmets can be personalized with company logos or specific markings and reflective stickers. Helmets 
are the most readily personalized type of personal protective equipment (PPE) which increases usage 
compliance and enhances workers sense of pride and ownership in the equipment. (According to OSHA 
standards, employers must provide head protection when necessary, at no charge to the worker.) 
 
An innovator 
One innovator of these new safety helmets, Petzl, offers two models. One (VERTEX) comes in seven 
standard colors; the other (STRATO) in four colors. VERTEX helmets have a six-point webbing suspension 
system that conforms to the shape of the head for maximum ventilation and comfort. Shock absorption 
performance is achieved through deformation of the external shell.  STRATO helmets have an internal 
liner designed in two parts: EPP (expanded polypropylene) and EPS (expanded polystyrene) for 
increased durability and lighter weight. Deformation of the liner absorbs shocks like a traditional foam 
cycling helmet  
 
Both helmet models are available in high-visibility yellow and orange versions, featuring phosphorescent 
headlamp clips and reflective stickering. This provides maximum visibility for workers, day or night. 
 
Standards compliance 
Petzl safety helmets meet EN standard 50365 for insulating helmets for use on low voltage; EN standard 
12492 for mountaineering and climbing helmets; EN standard 397 for industrial helmets; and EN 
standard 14052 for high-performance industrial helmets. 
 
High-performance helmets require vertical and lateral shock absorption, vertical and lateral penetration 
resistance; and chin strap yields at a minimum of 150N and maximum 250N or Newtons, the most 
common unit of force measured in the PPE world.  
 
Both EN 387 and EN 14052 helmets must be fitted with a chin strap and fastening system/anchorage 
points. The strength of the strap anchorage(s) must enable any attached chin strap to hold the helmet 
on the head, but not be so great to become a strangulation hazard. 
 
Petzl helmets also satisfy requirements of the U.S. ANSI Z89.1 standard for head protection, which OSHA 
requires all helmets to meet. Z89.1-2014 tests two types of helmet styles: one for top of head protection 
(Type I), and one for lateral impact protection (Type II). Both are tested for impact attenuation and 
penetration resistance. Type II helmets are also tested for impact energy attenuation from impacts from 
the front, back and sides, as well as the top, off-center penetration and chin strap retention.  
 
Petzl helmets also meet the requirements of Canadian standard CSA Z94.1 and the Russian EAC 
standard. 
 
Bottom line: “What can be more important than a helmet, protecting the most important organ in our 
body?” asked a safety professional in a construction trade journal. 



 
Another construction safety pro said the new safety helmets are game-changers that she expects will 
become the industry standard in the very near future. 


