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Hard hats are now a ubiquitous sight in factories, warehouses and construction sites and there can be no 
doubt they have saved countless lives since their invention. In this brief guide we set out information about 
the history of hard hats, the make-up of the modern hard hat, the regulations that govern their use, how 
and why they are so important, and some important dos and don’ts for hard hat wearers.   
 

  

1. 

What is the history of the hard hat? 
 

Long before there were standards and regulations for hard hats, workers were sensible enough to realise 
that they needed to protect their heads. Dock workers used to smear their hats with tar and let them to dry 
in the sun to harden and provide some protection from objects falling from ships or errant seagulls!  
 
In the late 1800s hard hats made from leather were sold to miners, but it was the First World War that 
necessitated metal helmets. Originally made from steel, changes were made over the years, and usage 
spread until, in 1931 workers building the Hoover Dam were the first to be required to wear protective 
headgear. Aluminium was the standard material for hard hats for many years, superseded by fibreglass 
and today’s thermoplastics. 
 

2. 

What are modern hard hats made of? 
 

Today’s hard hat is most likely to be made of a thermoplastic such as polyethylene or polycarbonate resin, 
because they are strong, lightweight, easy to mould, and nonconductive to electricity. The suspension 
system for industrial hard hats usually consists of strips of woven nylon webbing and bands of moulded 
nylon or vinyl. Most hard hats also use a foam liner made of expanded polystyrene. For comfort, brow pads 
are attached to the front of the helmet's headband, usually made from foam-backed vinyl or specialty fibres 
designed for sweat absorption. 
 

3. 

What regulations govern hard hat usage? 
 

It has only been relatively recently that hard hat usage became compulsory for certain activities and as 
such there are multiple laws & standards for head protection. In the UK these are enforced by HSE (Health 
and Safety Executive). Hard hat usage is governed by the Personal Protective Equipment Regulations 2002 
and the Personal Protective Equipment at Work Regulations 1992 (as amended).  
 
There are further standards which outline what requirements are needed for each type of head protection, 
such as bump caps or firefighters’ helmets. In addition hard hats must have CE markings to show that the 
item complies with EU legislation and the EN 397 standard requires that size, year of manufacture, 
descriptive label and materials used must be clearly shown, along with attachment points for a chin strap. 
 

4. 

Why are hard hats so important? 
 

Hard hats, along with all types of PPE, are considered a ‘last resort’ - for use where risks cannot be 
controlled by other means, but the fact remains that construction in particular is a high risk activity and 
wearing a hard hat can and does prevent death and life-changing injuries because of their hard outer shell 
and integrated suspension system which acts as a shock absorber. In addition, hard hats provide 
supplementary features such as protection against spills and splashes, insulation against electric shock, a 
peak to prevent dazzle, chin guards and integrated hearing protection. 
 
There are numerous stories of hard hats saving lives – Google it if you dare! 
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5. 
 

Is there a colour scheme for hard hats? 
 
In a bid to make construction sites safer a new colour coded system of safety helmets came into force for 
Build UK member organisations in January 2017: 
 

• White - for site managers, competent operatives and vehicle marshals  
(distinguished by the wearing of a different coloured high-visibility vest). 

• Black - for site supervisors. 
• Orange - for slingers and signallers. 
• Blue - for all other site visitors. 

 
Additional responsibilities, such as trained first aider or fire marshal, are denoted by the use of stickers.  
 
Please note, Network Rail requires only white and blue safety helmets to be used on site.  
 

 
6. 

How do I look after my hard hat? 
 

Maintaining your hard hat is essential for its effectiveness and for cleanliness. Here are some quick ways 
to ensure you are looking after your hard hat: 
 

• Use only soap and water or anti-bacterial wipes to keep the hat clean 
• Avoid contact with paints, paint thinners or corrosives 
• Check for scuffs, cracks & abrasions (but in the event of any impact  

your hard hat should be replaced, even if there is no visible damage) 
• Keep out of direct sunlight and avoid temperature changes 
• At a minimum, your hard hat should be replaced every five years. 

 
Hot tip: Can’t remember when you got your hard hat? The date is always 
embossed inside, in the form of a little dial. This one was made in February 
2014, for example:  
 

 
7. 

Hard hats dos and don’ts 
 

DO:  

• Buy your hard hat from a reputable supplier -all hard hats are not created equal and a foreign-made 
hat, for example, may not conform to standards for flame retardancy or impact resistance 

• Store your hard hat carefully 

• Check it over for damage every time you put it on 

• Keep it clean 

• Make sure it fits – adjust tab locks and sliding bands as necessary 

• Make sure it’s compatible with other PPE such as goggles or earmuffs 

• Wear it EVERY time you’re on site – even if you’re just doing a five-minute job 

• Replace as necessary, or every five years 
 
DON’T: 

• Store anything in your hat (like keys or a lighter) – it will invalidate the impact absorption system 

• Wear any kind of head covering under it 

• Wear it backwards 

• Paint or stick anything to your hard hat, or expose it to any chemicals 

• Alter or modify your hard hat in any way 

• Leave it in direct sunlight or high temperatures – e.g. on a car or truck’s dashboard 

• Wear a hat that has been damaged in any way 
 

 

For more information on hard hats, site safety or any other health and safety 
concern please contact Jon Rensink on 07785 425295 or email 
info@danielconnal.co.uk 
 

DCP Safety and Training is part of Daniel Connal Partnership Chartered 
Surveyors, providing classroom training, e-learning and health and safety 
support services 
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