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OVERVIEW

Working at height remains one of the most unforgiving environments in high-risk
industries. Construction, maintenance, energy, utilities, telecoms, manufacturing, and
industrial services all rely on workers operating in dynamic conditions where a minor slip
or uncontrolled movement can turn into a major incident.

While fall arrest systems and engineered controls are rightly prioritised, head protection
is often an under-examined component of working-at-height safety. With the arrival of AS/
NZS 1801:2024, the benchmark for helmet performance in Australia and New Zealand
has shifted significantly, reflecting modern understanding of head injury mechanisms,
human factors, and high-energy impact scenarios.

The message is clear: protective helmets must match the real risk profile of at-height
work, not merely meet legacy object-drop requirements.

The Reality of Height-Related Head Injury Risk
Falls from height continue to be a leading cause of fatal and life-altering injuries. Even
when fall arrest or restraint systems prevent a catastrophic fall, secondary impacts,
swinging, and collisions with steelwork, scaffolding, or building elements remain common.
A worker suspended post-fall is exposed to:

Secondary and multiple impacts

Pendulum/swing impacts during arrest

Rotational forces and off-axis head strikes

Loss of PPE due to poor retention or snagging

Impact during assisted rescue

Traditional industrial hard hats, originally designed to protect against vertical falling
objects only, do not provide adequate protection in these scenarios. Based on application
and environment, WAHA has identified key users where these changes have immediate
impact:

Construction and maintenance at height

Rope access

Tower and mast work

Scaffold work

Elevated work platforms

Industrial abseiling

Rescue operations




Where Traditional Hard Hats Fall Short

Legacy hard hats compliant with earlier versions of AS/NZS 1801 were developed around a vertical
object-drop model. Their intended hazards were tools or materials falling from above. They were
not designed for:

» Side, rear, or front impacts

* Rotational energy

»  Dynamic fall-related forces

* High-movement tasks where helmets can dislodge

» Constrained spaces and snagging hazards

Common limitations include:

» Single-axis impact protection (top only)

* Limited or no lateral impact performance

» Basic retention systems easily dislodged

* Bulky geometries prone to snagging

* Harness-only internal suspension with no energy-absorbing liner

These limitations have now been formally acknowledged in the updated standard.

The 2024 revision is the most significant update to helmet standards in decades. It introduces
new categories, updates performance requirements, and modernises testing to better reflect the
realities of contemporary work environments.

Below is what changed, and what it means for height-risk environments.

Introduction of Type 4 Helmets: Multi-Directional Impact Protection
The new standard introduces Type 4 helmets, designed for enhanced protection including:

+ Side, front, and rear impact attenuation

* Improved retention strength

*  Greater stability under dynamic movement

* Reduced likelihood of dislodgement

For any environment with fall risk, even when fall arrest systems are used, Type 4 helmets more
accurately match the hazard profile than Type 1 industrial hard hats.
This is the most relevant development for height safety practitioners.

The Intent of Type 4 Helmets under AS/NZS 1801:2024

The introduction of Type 4 helmets in AS/NZS 1801:2024 represents a deliberate shift in Australian
head-protection standards toward the realities of working at height. Historically, industrial helmets
were primarily designed to protect against vertical impacts from falling objects, reflecting an older
hazard model. However, contemporary injury data consistently shows that serious and fatal head
injuries at height are more commonly caused by falls, where impacts occur to the side, front, or rear
of the head, often accompanied by helmet displacement.

Type 4 helmets address this gap by introducing multi-directional impact performance and enhanced
helmet stability and retention requirements. Unlike traditional designs that rely mainly on suspension
harnesses, Type 4 permits and anticipates the use of energy-attenuating liners and secure retention
systems to ensure the helmet remains in position during dynamic movement or a fall event.

Importantly, Type 4 does not replace Type 1 or Type 2 helmets; instead, it clarifies that working
at height constitutes a distinct risk context requiring a different protection envelope. Where Type

2 helmets respond to thermal and ignition hazards, Type 4 focuses on fall mechanics and head
impact severity, reinforcing the need for hazard-based helmet selection rather than a universal
solution.

In effect, the inclusion of Type 4 signals a shift from a “falling object” paradigm to a “fall consequence”
paradigm. It provides a standards-based pathway for selecting helmets better aligned with the risks
faced by workers at altitude, while enabling modern helmet designs without mandating a single
construction approach.

Updated Type 1 Helmet Design Flexibility
Type 1 helmets (industrial) now allow:

»  Soft impact-absorbing liners, not just suspended harnesses
* Reduced restrictions on internal clearance

* Awider range of shell geometries and materials

This modernises Type 1 and enables a new generation of lighter, more comfortable helmets — but
still without side and multi-directional impact requirements.
For height-risk workers, Type 1 remains insufficient.

Updated Requirements for Type 3 (Bushfire / Wildland)
Type 3 helmets must now comply with AS/NZS ISO 16073.5, aligning bushfire helmets with modern
firefighting PPE requirements.

These helmets are not intended for height-risk industrial environments.

Optional Stiffness Test and New Material Flexibility

The stiffness (side rigidity) test is no longer mandatory.

This permits:

« Different shell materials including High Density Polyethylene (HDPE) and High Density
Polypropylene (HDPP)

*  More flexible materials

« Lighter general-purpose helmets

Butagain, optional stiffness does not provide the lateral protection needed for at-height environments.

Accessory Compatibility and Stability Requirements

Accessories (e.g., earmuffs, visors, lighting, comms) must not degrade performance when fitted.
This is critical for at-height work where:

« Communications are essential

« Eye/face protection is frequently required

» Lighting is needed in low-visibility environments

Climbing-style helmets already excel in this modular integration.

Why Existing Climbing-Style Helmets Align Better With AS/NZS
1801:2024 Than Hard Hats

Well-designed climbing-style helmets already meet or exceed many of the intent-based outcomes
of the 2024 standard, particularly for workers exposed to fall risks. These helmets often comply
with the earlier version of AS/NZS 1801 but have been designed to meet the rigours of high-risk
activities and the testing requirements associated with those more rigorous Standards. What we
see are dual certified products; AS/NZS 1801.1997 combined with EN 12492:2012 Helmets for
Mountaineers, and in some instances EN 397:2012 Industrial Helmets (please note, EN 397:2025
has been released with accommodation for expanded testing requirements to align with EN 12492
as a Type 2 helmet)



Key Advantages:

Multi-Directional Impact Protection
Modern helmets derived from technical mountaineering standards provide impact attenuation
around the entire circumference of the head, not just the crown.

Integrated 4-Point Chin Strap

A secure, tested chin strap meeting the retention and release performance requirements (including
controlled release thresholds) ensures the helmet stays on during:

+ afall

* aswing

s arescue

* high-movement tasks

Traditional hard hat chin straps are often optional, single-point, or not designed for dynamic forces.

Low-Profile, Snag-Resistant Geometry
The compact shape reduces risk of catching on scaffold, steel, or confined-space structures.

Energy-Absorbing Liners and Modern Materials
Expanded foam liners and composite shells manage energy more effectively than legacy harness-
only designs.

Accessory Integration

Technical helmets frequently include:

* hearing protection mounts

* visor systems

* comms integration

» lighting points

» reflective/high-visibility placements

All designed to maintain structural integrity during impact.

Legal and Regulatory Alignment

Under WHS Regulation 44, PPE must be suitable having regard to the nature of the work and
associated hazards. Where multi-directional head impact is a foreseeable consequence of a fall
event, helmet selection should reflect that risk profile. PCBU’s must ensure PPE is:

« fit for purpose

» suitable for the nature of the hazard

»  correctly maintained

« and does not introduce additional risk

With the publication of AS/NZS 1801:2024, multi-directional impact protection is now formally
recognised through the introduction of Type 4 helmets. In circumstances where multi-directional
impact risks are reasonably foreseeable, and Type 4 helmets are readily available, it may be difficult
to justify the selection of a Type 1 helmet as a “reasonably practicable” PPE control. Duty holders
should carefully assess the nature of the impact hazards present and ensure that helmet selection
aligns with the highest level of protection appropriate to the identified risk profile.

Failure to provide helmets suitable for known fall-related impact risks could expose a PCBU to
allegations of breach of Primary Duty of Care (s19).



A New Paradigm: Function-Based Head Protection
The updated standard reinforces a fundamental principle:
PPE selection must be aligned to actual hazards, not historical procurement norms.

For safety leaders, this means:
»  Conducting a risk-based audit of current helmet use
*  Moving workers at height toward Type 4 or climbing-style helmets
» Educating teams on why the “old” hard hat is not designed for dynamic impact risks
*  Ensuring accessories and comms systems maintain helmet compliance
»  Prioritising comfort and wearability; PPE only works when workers use it
* Reviewing equipment selection criteria to account for the risk profile and the most appropriate

Standards

Managing the Transition: International Helmet Standards and Practical Pathways

While AS/NZS 1801:2024 introduces Type 4 helmets to better address fall-related head injury
risks, it is recognised that Type 4 certified helmets are not yet widely available in the Australian
or New Zealand market, and their availability, range, and lead times remain uncertain. In this
transitional period, internationally certified helmets, particularly EN 397:2025 Type 2 and EN 12492
(mountaineering / industrial climbing helmets), continue to play a practical and defensible role in
working-at-height applications. These helmets are already designed to manage multi-directional
impacts, incorporate secure retention systems, and remain stable during dynamic movement,
performance characteristics closely aligned with the intent of AS/NZS 1801 Type 4.
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Importantly, this does not represent a departure from Australian standards, but rather an interim
risk-based response where local certification options lag behind emerging hazard recognition.
When supported by a documented risk assessment, verification of performance equivalence, and
appropriate worker training, EN 397 Type 2 and EN 12492 helmets can reasonably be considered
as functionally aligned solutions for height work. This approach allows duty holders to address
known fall risks now, rather than waiting for market availability to catch up with standard evolution,
while remaining consistent with the overarching principles of Australian WHS legislation: selecting
controls that are reasonably practicable and proportionate to the risk.

Safety from the Neck Up

Working at height is not just about preventing falls.

It's about managing what happens if a fall occurs, including the collisions, swings, impacts, and
forces that follow. Climbing-style helmets, or helmets certified to meet at least Type 4 performance
characteristics under AS/NZS 1801:2024, represent a logical and necessary evolution for
protecting workers exposed to multi-directional hazards.

They are not a luxury. They are an evidence-based response to a clearly defined risk.
If we are serious about injury prevention, regulatory alignment, and creating safer work
environments, then head protection must be elevated to the same level of scrutiny we apply to

harnesses, anchors, and lifelines.

The question is no longer whether you can afford to upgrade, but
whether you can afford not to.
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