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Bicycling Weather is Ahead — Protect Your Head! May 2 -9, 2003

At the first hint of warmer weather, it is tempting to hop on your bicycle and take a spin around the
neighborhood. As a means of recreation and keeping fit, bicycling can be effective and safe as long as
proper precautions are taken. Bicycling, however, has its hazards.

Did you know that in 2000, 168 children in the United States ages 14 and under died from injuries
they received in bike crashes? Head injury is the leading cause of death in these crashes. Studies show
that wearing a bicycle helmet can reduce the risk of head injury by 85 percent and the risk of brain injury
by almost 90 percent. Nonhelmeted riders are 14 times more likely to be involved in a fatal crash than
helmeted riders. It is estimated that if all bicyclists in the United States wore helmets, one bicycle-related
death would be prevented each day and one brain injury would be prevented every four minutes. For this
reason, the Arkansas SAFE KIDS Coalition strongly encourages all bicycle riders to use helmets every
time they ride.

Some children may think bicycle safety, and more importantly helmet use, is not “cool.” Research
shows that children's helmet use is affected by their beliefs about the social consequences of wearing a
helmet. According to a study of children in grades four through six, those who were least motivated to
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wear a helmet believed the social group to which they belong disapproved of helmet use. (I don’t

remember hearing about that study, but it sounds right to me.)

To counter the "nerd factor,” adults should not refer to a bicycle as a toy, but as a vehicle and

explain that with operating this vehicle comes specific responsibilities. Adults should send clear and

consistent messages to children that wearing a bicycle helmet is not an option, but a mandatory

lifesaving device. Safe bicycling behaviors should also be taught and enforced.

The Arkansas SAFE KIDS Coalition suggests the following tips for encouraging your child to

wear a bicycle helmet:

Let your child help pick out the helmet. After all, he or she is the one who will be wearing
it. Helmet straps may be difficult for young fingers. Help your child practice until he or she
can buckle them easily.

Always insist your child wear the helmet. Make the rule -- no helmet, no ride. Anyone
can get hurt, anywhere, at any time.

Parents need to wear a helmet when they ride, too. Your actions speak louder than words
and can make a big difference in encouraging your child to wear one.

Praise and reward each time your child wears a helmet. They may feel strange at first,
but you can take away some of the discomfort with words of support.

Begin the helmet habit with the first bicycle. It will become a natural habit as your child
Srows.

Make sure the helmet fits correctly.

Encourage other parents to buy helmets. Making helmets common is the best way to

eliminate the discomfort of being "different.”

Before you purchase a helmet, make sure it meets the standards. Though style and price are
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important features, protection outweighs all other considerations. Look for a sticker or other indication
that the helmet meets or exceeds the safety standards developed by the U.S. Consumer Product Safety
Commission.

Spending money for a good bicycle helmet is an investment in your child's life and future.
Remember that a good helmet will last for years, as long as it's not abused or involved in a crash.

For more information on bicycle safety or injury prevention for children, contact Virginia
Lancaster, coordinator of the Arkansas SAFE KIDS Coalition, at (501) 661-2278. The Arkansas SAFE

KIDS Coalition is co-sponsored by the Arkansas Department of Health and Arkansas Children's Hospital.
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