Head’s Up: Complete Guide to Helmets

By Gretel Hakanson

Most riding injuries occur during pleasure riding. Surprisingly, horseback riders have the same number of injury accidents as motorcycle riders on a per-riding-hour basis. Just like motorcycle riders, your helmet is one of the most important pieces of safety equipment. Among people who ride regularly (defined as six or more times a year), more than one in ten have been hospitalized with a riding injury. According to the Equestrian Medical Safety Association, 60 percent of deaths resulting for equestrian activities are due to head injuries. The Centers for Disease Control reported that nearly 12 percent of equestrian injuries result in traumatic brain injury, the highest proportion of any sport. 

These may seem like fear-inducing statistics but consider that when riding your head is elevated about eight feet or more above the ground and that your horse may be able to gallop 30 to 40 miles per hour.  A fall from as little as two feet can cause permanent brain damage and a human skull can shatter by an impact of only four to six miles per hour. 

Helmets are designed to absorb the energy of an impact and extend your head’s stopping time to protect the brain. Helmets are actually built to fracture upon a forceful impact so a broken helmet is not a sign of faulty equipment. Equestrian helmets are designed specifically for potential riding accidents. They cover more of the head than a bicycle helmet, for example, and the protection is distributed evenly around the head rather than concentrated in the front and back. This is an example of why wearing helmets designed for sports other than riding is not a good idea. 

Helmet Safety Standards

In the U.S., there are two organizations involved in defining equestrian helmet safety. The American Society of Testing and Materials (ASTM) International develops technical safety performance criteria along with testing methods for a variety of products including riding helmets. Essentially ASTM “defines” what makes a helmet safe. 

The Safety Equipment Institute (SEI) tests and verifies that helmets meet the standards set by ASTM. SEI is a private, nonprofit organization and helmet manufacturers voluntarily provide helmets of each model and size to them for verification. The helmets are put through rigorous testing procedures that simulate different scenarios such as falls and impacts from hoof or fence rail. The amount of force imposed upon impact (on an object inside the helmet designed to simulate a human head) is measured and to be certified, the impact must be below a predefined range. When shopping for a new helmet look for ones that meet ASTM standards and are SEI certified. SEI maintains a list of certified products on its website (www.seinet.org). European standards are published by the Centre for European Normes and conform to the EN 1384 standard.
Keep in mind that anytime you are in an accident or there’s been an impact to your helmet, you should replace it. Even if you don’t see any damage, the protective qualities and materials of the helmet may have been compromised. Some manufacturers offer a discount on a new helmet in exchange for your old one. Some experts recommend replacing your helmet every five years even if it hasn’t been subjected to an obvious impact. Minor bumps and dings along with the expanding and compressing of materials due to temperature fluxuations over time take their toll on the helmet’s materials. 

Devon-Aire
Seven years ago Devon-Aire (AKA Aegis) introduced the first adjustable dial fit system. Cutting edge for riding helmets at that time, the concept was based on the adjustable design commonly seen in construction helmets. Due to the amount of adjustability most Devon-Aire helmets are available in only two sizes that fit a wide range of head sizes. Since then the company has continued to improve their line of helmets based on customer feedback. 


Case in point: feedback from trail riders lead to the rubberized, scratch-resistant coating on the Mesa helmet. Designed with trail riders in mind, the Mesa has six large, mesh-covered vents for maximum air circulation.  The interior padding is removable and washable and this helmet includes Devon-Aire’s adjustable dial system. ASTM/SEI certified.
Devon-Aire’s newest model, the Concour, features contrasting exterior textures made up of synthetic suede and nylon. This helmet is manufactured with an in-mold technology which makes it lighter and thinner than most models while providing the save level of protection as other SEI-certified helmets. The retention system of the Concour is anchored into the liner like other Devon-Aire helmets but the dial system features a pliable rubber dial. ASTM/SEI certified.
Equi-Thème

Manufactured by French company Ekkia, the Equi-Thème helmet is available in the U.S. through Action Rider Tack. Featuring a small profile and a top venting system this helmet has a flashy tri-color design with four options to choose from.  Made out of ABS plastic, the exterior is durable and strong but also lightweight. The breathable lining is removable and washable and the adjustable rear dial system allows for a perfect fit. EN 1384 Certified.

International Riding Helmets (IRH) 

IRH has focused on safety since the company’s inception in 1986 and the company founder contributed to the original development of the ASTM industry standard. Today IRH offers nearly two dozen models for various disciplines with a wide price range. 

Good for all disciplines, the All Terrain was designed specifically with trail riders in mind. IRH’s newest model, the exterior design and ultra suede covering give this helmet a sporty look. Lightweight and low-profile, the All Terrain includes a removable washable liner and 12 vent ports.  ASTM/SEI certified.
The Equi-Vent helmet features a front vent strip for maximum air circulation. The interior is covered with moisture wicking fabric. IRH’s dial fit system allows for a perfect fit and prevents shifting. A unique carbon fiber pattern or black micro shell are the exterior finish options. ASTM/SEI certified. 

Tipperary
Canadian manufacturer, Phoenix Performance Products, developed the first equestrian safety vest designed for event competitions and jockeys under the brand Tipperary. Today Tipperary vests are worn by all equestrian disciplines. As a manufacturer of sports protective technologies, the design and manufacture of helmets makes sense.

The Sportage 8500 is Tipperary’s 3rd generation of helmet design. After customer requests to return to the original fit, Phoenix Performance Products responded and brought back the original fit which is based on the first generation design. Tipperary helmets feature a drop back shell providig back-of-the-head coverage. The drop back design is intended to improve stability and keep the helmet in place even during vigorous momentum. The Sportage 8500 is fully vented and comes with additional internal padding so you can create a customized fit.   ASTM/SEI certified.
Troxel
One of the first helmet manufacturers to offer models specifically for the trail rider, Troxel has been a pioneer of various helmet technologies including removable washable liners and the use of high-tech materials such as rubberized paint coatings.  Troxel helmets are developed under the guidance of a physician, Dr. Timms, who specializes in critical care and is a member of the ASTM committee.

The Sierra was the first all-terrain helmet designed exclusively with the Western rider in mind. With rugged, outdoor Western styling, this helmet is designed to be lightweight, well ventilated, and comfortable for long days in the saddle. A technically advanced adjustable fit system wraps ¾ around the interior of the helmet providing a sure, comfortable grip. ASTM/SEI certified.

The Dakota Duratec model features Troxel’s propriety Duratec exterior. The tough matte finish protects the shell from dings and scratches and can be washed with soap and water to restore the original look. This ventilated helmet includes a flexible visor that’s engineered to reduce cuts or scrapes in the event of a fall. Troxel’s adjustable fit system, mesh-covered vents and a washable headliner are also included. ASTM/SEI certified.
Troxel’s Western Hat Helmet integrates a traditional cowboy hat and ASTM/SEI certified protection. The system consists of a premium wool felt cowboy hat fitting over a low profile helmet. The removable headliner is washable and the retention system is crafted from leather. Because it is a safety helmet the Western Hat Helmet has a much larger profile than a standard Western Hat. ASTM/SEI certified.
[Sidebar:]

Helmet Fit Guide
· To determine your size, use a tailor’s measuring tape and measure around your head just above your ears and above your eyebrows. Convert the inches to the manufacturer’s helmet sizing chart.
· Try on lots of helmets from a variety of manufacturers, certain helmets will fit different head shapes better.

· Wear your hair the way you’ll be wearing it when you ride, when trying on helmets.
· The helmet should fit snugly around your head without any pressure points. 
· The helmet should sit level on your heard, covering your forehead with the visor brim about one inch above your eyebrows.

· The chin strap should fit snugly. No more than two fingers should fit between your chin and the strap.
· Wear the helmet for a while, it should be comfortable and become less noticeable as you wear it.

