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ABSTRACT

The aim of this paper is to determine whether the mainstream skateboard media are influential in young skateboarders’ perceptions of risk. To date, very few studies have been conducted on skateboarding injuries in youth; there is, however, a surplus of studies on bicycle helmets and children, which are not applicable to the sport of skateboarding. This paper discusses how role models and a lack of representation of protective gear in skateboard media, combined with the skateboarding subculture ethos of masculinity, toughness, and rebellion, are highly influential on children under the age of fifteen to not wear a helmet or use other protective gear.  Socioeconomic status and parental enforcement are also explored as potential factors.  
INTRODUCTION


Skateboarding is a sport with a relatively young history.  The first commercial skateboards hit the marketplace in 1959 (Brooke, 1999), and while the popularity of skateboarding has faded at times, it currently is more popular than ever before (Brooke, 1999).  It is estimated that there are nearly 900,000 skateboarders in Canada (Pommier, 2003), with a considerable proportion of these skaters being children under the age of fifteen (Brooke, 1999).


Skateboarding is perceived as being a dangerous sport due to the associated high levels of injury (Bennett, 2000; Boyle and Bull, 1995; Brooke, 1999).  There are a few studies examining the amount and kinds of injuries resulting from skateboarding (Bennett, 2000; Boyle and Bull, 1995); these studies stress the importance of wearing protective gear, especially helmets, during the activity of skateboarding.  Similarly, there are a plethora of studies examining the risks associated with bicycle riding which also reiterate the importance of wearing a helmet (Coffmann, 2003; Liller and Smorynski, 1997; Sosin and Sacks, 1996).


Even with the pleas from researchers, physicians, and parents alike, many young skaters do not wear a helmet or other safety gear, such as knee pads, elbow pads, or wrist guards (Valleley, 2001).  Despite the studies highlighting the lowered risk of injury with skateboard protective gear use, there are no known studies examining how the skateboard media might have an influence on children’s perceptions of whether they need to wear a helmet or use other safety gear.  This paper will begin to explore this gap in risk research.  This is especially timely with the resurgence in popularity of skateboarding; accordingly there is now an enormous range of skateboard media, including magazines, videos, and videogames, all of which are rampantly purchased and viewed by young skateboarders.  Furthermore, skateboarding is highly visible in mainstream media as well, as it is featured in numerous television commercials, programs, on the Internet, and in films (Brooke, 1999).  


Moreover, there is little skateboard specific research; the majority of research on helmets and protective gear has focused specifically on bicycle safety (Coffmann, 2003; Liller and Smorynski, 1997; Sosin and Sacks, 1996).  It is erroneously assumed that because bicycle riding and skateboarding are two sports which occur outdoors on concrete, then the results from bicycle specific research are simply transferable and applicable to skateboarding; this study will demonstrate that this is not indeed the case, as there is a strong subculture with skateboarding which clearly distinguishes it from generic activities such as bicycle riding.
DEFINITIONS

Street skating

Street skating, which occurs on the street or on a street course within a skatepark, is skating which is done using only those objects or obstacles found in the urban environment (No author, “Skateboard Jargon”, 2003).  Archetypal street obstacles include stairs, ledges, and handrails.

Transitions


Otherwise known as “tranny”, this type of skateboarding is done on any surface for skating that is not horizontal or vertical (No author, “Skateboard Jargon”, 2003), such as on mini ramps or in bowls.

Vert


Vert, or vertical, skateboarding is done on large ramps or in large, deep bowls – anything with vertical transition (No author, “Skateboard Jargon”, 2003). Typically almost all professional and amateur vert skaters wear full protective gear, including helmet, elbow pads, and knee pads (Brooke, 1999).

Risk communication

Risk communication is a strategy to reduce the risk related to activities which are perceived as “risky”; that is, those which could be potentially dangerous and could cause injury.  Skateboarding clearly falls under the category of a sport that has a high level of health and safety risk.

Role Models


Role models are certain individuals, especially those with prestige and visibility, who are influential on others, particularly children (Acosta-Alzuru and Kreshel, 2002; Austin and Meili, 1994; McDonald and Kim, 2001).  It is frequently suggested in both research and popular discussion alike that children will emulate their role models through activity (or fantasy) because they look up to their role model for a particular reason.
LITERATURE REVIEW


Many previous studies on skateboarding find that by far the most common injuries are ankle and wrist fractures (Bennett, 2000; Boyle and Bull, 1995); injuries to these extremities account for about 74% of all injuries in skateboarding (Boyle and Bull, 1995).  Despite the prevalence of injuries to these extremities, the few studies conducted on skateboarding injuries simply suggest that protective gear may help reduce the risk of injury (Bennett, 2000; Boyle and Bull, 1995) as the “data on the protective value of elbow pads, knee pads, and wrist guards are inconclusive” (Boyle and Bull, 1995, 611). Mike Valleley, a pro skater, further explains, “I’ve never known a knee or elbow pad to stop someone from breaking a wrist or ankle” (Valleley, 2001, 32). 
Head injuries certainly do occur, but considerably less often than other injuries (Bennett, 2000; Boyle and Bull, 1995); it has been estimated that head injuries account for 21% of all skateboard injuries (Boyle and Bull, 1995).  However, it is frequently recommended that children who are under the age of 10 years old should wear helmets, given that they have a high center of gravity, a limited ability to break a fall, and have the highest proportion of head injuries compared to other age groups (Bennett, 2000; Boyle and Bull, 1995).  


There are numerous studies which examine the effects of various media as potential role models for children’s behaviour (Acosta-Alzuru and Kreshel, 2002; Anderson, Huston, et al., 2001; Austin and Meili, 1994; McDonald and Kim, 2001); many of these studies contend that there is a connection between role models (who are visible in mainstream media) and children’s subsequent behaviour. 

In the case of skateboarding, it might be suggested that professional skateboarders are potential role models for children skateboarders.  Children look up to pro skaters as they are in skateboard magazines, videos, websites, and videogames, as well as on demonstration tours (“demos”) and in high-profile professional contests, such as Vancouver’s Slam City Jam.  It has been suggested by many theorists that children today live in a media saturated world (Austin and Meili, 1994; Kincheloe, 1998; McDonald and Kim, 2001), and, in the case of skateboarding, this is clearly evident in the wide range of skateboard media available.   
METHODS


Three methodologies were used in this study: participant observation, interviews, and content analysis.  This combination of methodologies best addresses the links between role models, risk perceptions, and skateboard media.  This will be further elaborated on in the sections which follow.

Location


For participant observations and interviews, I went to a popular East Vancouver skatepark over the course of the month of July 2003.  I selected this skatepark through purposive sampling, as I felt it had several features which made it ideal for the purpose of this study.  


First of all, as an experienced skater who has visited all the skateparks in Vancouver, I felt that this particular park has a large amount of young skaters under the age of fifteen.  I ensured that I visited the skatepark in the early afternoon, a peak time for children to be at the skatepark, as the older skaters and adults typically dominate the park in the evening.  


This park was an ideal skatepark as it features a wide range of street obstacles, but it also had some bowls and transition. Many skateparks usually only have either bowls or street obstacles, but not both.  The neighbourhood in which the skatepark is located can be described as mostly working class.  There is also a large population of First Nations people and a considerable Latino community in this neighbourhood.

Subjects


For both participant observation and interviews, the subjects I selected were sampled using purposive sampling methods.  I selected children skateboarders under the age of fifteen.  Clearly purposive sampling is not the most ideal sampling method as it is done out of convenience, but for the purposes of this research assignment, it was the best sampling method.  


While I hoped to study both boy and girl skaters, there is a disproportionate amount of boys in the sport of skateboarding (Brooke, 1999).  Unfortunately I was not able to observe or interview any female skaters, let alone any girl skaters under the age of fifteen, during my research period.  

Participant Observation


During July, I visited the East Vancouver skatepark ten times.  Each time I went, I noted how many children were skating, their gender, and what kind of protective safety gear they were wearing, if any.  I also noted any interactions the children had with each other associated with protective gear.
Interviews


In my visits to the skatepark near the end of the month, I had the opportunity to interview ten of the young skaters.  I have yet to see any parents at this particular skatepark, otherwise I would have simply asked them for permission to speak with their children. The young skaters live in the surrounding neighbourhood and come to the park on their own. I attend this skatepark on a regular basis, and accordingly have built up a rapport with most of the skaters there.  Hence, because of my previous relationship to these kids, I did not get them to have their parents sign a parental consent form – I know that these kids would simply not bother with parental consent forms.  

Also, the questions I asked the young skaters were not too harsh; they are questions that I would feel comfortable asking them outside of this research assignment.  I explained to them what I am doing and that the information would not be used against them in any way, nor would I reveal their identity.  I also gave them the option of not answering any questions they did not like, as well as the option of not completing the interview, should they feel uncomfortable at all.

Clearly my lack of parental consent forms is unethical by the formal standards of research; however, for the purpose of this assignment, and given my prior relationship, I felt that this was as ethical as realistically possible.  Moreover, because I did not have official parental consent, I did not videotape or tape record any of the interviews, I simply hand wrote their responses.
The Interview Questions

1. How old are you? (I also noted their gender).

2.  How long have you skated?

3.  Do you or have you ever worn safety gear? 

4.  If you do or have worn gear, what kind of protective gear have you worn?

5.  If you do not wear gear, why not?

6.  Do you read skateboarding magazines?

7.  Do you watch skateboard videos?

8.  Do you play skateboard videogames, such as Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater?

9.  Where else have you seen skateboarding? (for example, on TV)
10. Who is your favourite pro skater?
Content Analysis

I examined five popular skateboard magazines from the month of July 2003. Once again, I used purposive sampling and chose five magazines which I felt would likely be viewed by young Vancouver skaters.  The magazines I selected were: Transworld Skateboarding, Thrasher, Skateboarder, Concrete Powder, and SBC Skateboard.  Transworld Skateboarding, Thrasher, and Skateboarder are all American publications which are extremely popular worldwide, which I determined by conducting a search on the Yahoo search engine for the most popular skateboard magazines.  In my content analysis, I analyzed a higher proportion of American magazines because I felt that most kids would tend to gravitate towards these titles; however, I wanted to have some Canadian content as well, so I also examined SBC Skateboard and Concrete Powder. Incidentally, Concrete Powder is a free magazine, so I selected it not only because it is Canadian, but also because it is accessible for everyone.


In my content analysis, I counted the total number of advertisements (with photographs of skateboarders in action) in each magazine, the total number of advertisements for protective safety gear, and then the total number of ads featuring a skater wearing safety gear.  It should be noted that skateboard product advertisements are congruous with the idea of role models.  Professional skateboarders do not make their living through a salary in the sense of traditional team sports, but rather through endorsements of products (Brooke, 1999).  Hence the vast majority of skateboard product advertisements feature photographs of the professional skaters in action, doing a trick.

ANALYSIS

Participant Observation


In the ten sessions over the course of the month, I observed a total of 32 young skaters.  All the skateboarders were male.  Only nine wore helmets, accounting for 28.13% of all young skaters; one of the kids who wore a helmet also wore wrist guards.  23 kids did not wear any protective gear at all, accounting for 71.88% of the skaters.


Some interesting incidences came out of my observations.  In one particular instance, a young skater, who was wearing no protective gear, asked another kid why he was wearing a helmet and wrist guards.  This young skater was giving the protected skater a hard time, saying that he has seen him skate before and that he was not good enough or trying anything difficult enough to warrant his helmet and wrist guard use.  He also asked “aren’t you hot”, as it was an extremely warm summer day.  The protected skater immediately explained that his dad made him wear the gear.

On another occasion, I watched a young skater attempting a trick called a “rock-to-fakie” on a wedge box obstacle.  This particular skater failed in his attempt and fell backward, hitting his head on the concrete.  He was not injured too terribly, but sat down for a bit.  After witnessing this minor injury, another kid who was also attempting the same trick immediately put on his bike helmet before trying the rock-to-fakie again.   

Lastly, a kid was attempting to learn how to “drop in” (enter) into the deep bowl at the skatepark.  One of the young skaters who could already do the trick successfully suggested that the other kid put on a helmet before trying the trick.  The young skater willingly obliged.  

All of my observations led me to conclude that children will not wear a helmet if they already feel extremely comfortable or confident in their skating. Peer pressure or influence is also a plausible explanation as to why some skaters do not want to wear helmets or protective gear. Some of the young skaters demonstrated that they were aware of the risk involved in learning a new trick when you have never tried it before.  They also demonstrated that if they witnessed an injury, they would be subsequently motivated to reduce their own risk.  

Interviews


I conducted interviews with ten young skateboarders, again all males. They ranged in age from 8-14 years old, with an average age of 11.9 years old.  They also ranged in experience levels from 3 months to 3 years.  30% of the kids I interviewed wore helmets, with one of these skaters opting for both a helmet and wrist guards. 70% of the young skaters did not use any protective gear at all. 


All of the skaters have played Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater videogame, have read a skateboard magazine, have watched a skateboard video, and have seen skateboarding in other media.  All of the young skaters said that they have seen skateboarding on TV, while 30% said they had seen skateboarding-themed websites.  Lastly, 30% of the skaters mentioned Slam City Jam, a professional skateboarding contest held annually in Vancouver. 

The majority of the young skaters (80%) cited their favourite pro skater as one who does not wear protective gear; interestingly enough, 20 % of the kids named a vert skater (who wears full protective gear) as their favourite skater.  It was also remarkable to note that only 1 kid who named a vert pro skater as his favourite skater also wore a helmet himself; he further explained that his dad says he has to wear a helmet.  The other kid who looked up to a vert pro skater yet did not wear a helmet explained that his mom said “no helmet, no bike”, yet he cheekily added “but if I’m on a skateboard…” and immediately broke out into a wide grin.  


In talking with the young skaters, they named several reasons for not wearing a helmet, including “because I don’t need it”, “I don’t want to”, “I don’t want to and I don’t need one, I’m good enough”, and “no one else does, why would I”.  Interestingly, one young skater suggested that he might consider wearing a helmet in certain circumstances: “I usually don’t need to wear a helmet, but I have before when I was trying something new and scary in the teacup” [referring to the 6 feet deep concrete bowl at the skatepark].


The young skaters who did wear protective gear all wore helmets, with one skater opting for both a helmet and wrist guards.  He explained that this was because “my dad said I had to after I hurt myself”.  The other 2 skaters also explained that they wore their helmets because their parents had made them do so.  


The interviews with these children led me to believe that they will not wear helmets or other protective gear unless their parents enforce it.  Moreover, because the children all demonstrated awareness, exposure to, and use of various skateboard media, and because the vast majority of their favourite pro skaters were street skaters who do not use protective gear, it seems as though there is a perceived lack of a need to wear a helmet and use any protective gear while skateboarding.  Having said this though, one skater I interviewed acknowledged that he has taken risk-reducing measures when he was trying to learn a new trick, demonstrating that some children are at least aware of increased risks involved due to inexperience.
Content Analysis


The vast majority of the advertisements in the five magazines I examined did not feature skaters wearing protective gear.  All five magazines did have at least one ad with a pro wearing a helmet and pads, but all the magazines overwhelmingly had more ads featuring skaters not wearing gear.  Overall, only 5.15% of all advertisements in the magazines depicted photographs of skaters (vert skaters) wearing helmets and protective gear. This is likely due to the fact that most skateboard magazines are oriented to street skating as opposed to vert skating (Valleley, 2001).  It is interesting to note that in my content analysis there were no photographs of street skaters wearing helmets and protective gear.

Not surprisingly, there were hardly any advertisements for protective safety gear. In the magazines I examined, there were only two ads for helmets, accounting for only 0.69% of all advertisements.  It is interesting to note that protective safety gear advertisements only appeared in American publications (Skateboarder and Transworld Skateboarding); this is likely because many public skateparks in the United States enforce mandatory helmet and pads rules, whereas in Canada virtually all skateparks do not have these rules (Carrigg, 2002; Valleley, 2001). 


I was not at all surprised with these findings.  The content analysis findings seem extremely fitting, given the attitudes and perceptions of risk demonstrated by the young skaters I observed and interviewed.

DISCUSSION


As seen in the literature review, and as suggested by the data, it would appear that there is a relationship between role models and children’s perceptions of risk.  The majority of children I observed or interviewed only wore protective gear because of parental rules, while occasionally some kids did demonstrate a conscientious awareness of risk, especially when they were attempting a new trick or if they directly witnessed someone else injure him or herself.  


Given that most ads in skateboard media feature considerably more street skating as opposed to vert skating, then it seems that children would likely follow suit with what their role models are doing – which is, for the most part, not wearing a helmet or other protective gear.  

It is also quite conceivable that the skateboarding subculture’s predominant values of the importance of being “tough” and rebellious are extremely powerful (Valleley, 2001).  This is likely due to two things: the fact that skateboarding is acknowledged as a sport where injuries eventually happen to everyone (Valleley, 2001), and that skateboarding is an overwhelmingly male sport (Brooke, 1999).  Because of the male dominance of the sport, it only makes sense that there is much emphasis on the value of toughness among skateboarders.  It is certainly possible that this factor is what has led many pro skaters to choose to not use protective safety gear.  

EXPERIMENTAL PROBLEMS


As previously mentioned, I used purposive sampling as my sampling method for selecting the skatepark, the participants, and the magazines I analyzed.  Clearly this is not the optimal sampling method, as it is done out of convenience.  It was also technically unethical to interview the kids without formal parental consent, but as explained previously, it was done in as ethically a manner as possible.


It is impossible to make a direct correlation between role models and risk perception.  It is certainly possible that many kids do not wear helmets on their own accord, and not because they do not see adults (including pro skaters) wearing helmets or protective gear.  Socioeconomic status is also a potential factor; it is extremely likely that the kids I observed and interviewed are simply from working-class families who cannot afford to buy their children protective gear.  

Perhaps the largest experimental flaw was that there was some overlap with the kids I observed and the kids I interviewed.  This was somewhat unavoidable, however, given the time constraints of this assignment, and the fact that many of these kids regularly skate the park.  


It would have also been nice to have observed or interviewed at least one female skateboarder, but it is not surprising that I did not have the opportunity to do either.

CONCLUSION


Many factors make a difference in whether a child chooses to wear a helmet when he or she skates, including level of experience, parental enforcement, socioeconomic status, the skateboarding subculture’s values, and the kind of terrain being skated – street, transitions, or vert.  With the way potential role models are presented in skateboard media, however, it seem as though pro skaters could be largely influential on children’s perceptions of risk.  

The City of Port Moody recently made helmets mandatory for skateboarders and rollerbladers both on the street and in the skateparks (Carrigg, 2002); making it the first skatepark in Canada with a helmet rule (Carrigg, 2002). It would be interesting to compare Port Moody with another Canadian skatepark (that is in a community of a similar socioeconomic status), to see if the hospital injury statistics are lower in Port Moody.  It would also be interesting to compare a Canadian skatepark’s hospital injury statistics with those of a skatepark in the United States where helmet and full pads are mandatory, to see if there are any considerable differences. 

It is unlikely that the skateboard media will change their current practices to show skaters who wear protective gear, since protective gear does not allow for a nice photograph (Valleley, 2001). With their prominent position, skateboard magazines should, in theory, have a certain responsibility to effectively communicate risk for young skateboarders yet it remains unlikely that they will ever do so. Thus, parental enforcement can be, and perhaps should be, the strongest influence.  As my research has shown, however, kids certainly have the potential to be quite conscientious and self-policing about the risk involved when they or someone else attempts something new.  They are also likely to wear protective gear if they directly witness someone else injuring him or her self.  

While it is promising that kids will encourage others to wear a helmet if they are trying a new trick, the fact remains that kids overwhelmingly choose not to use protective gear.  Thus it is fair to assert that role models and a lack of protective gear representation in skateboard media, combined with the skateboarding subculture ethos of toughness and rebellion, are highly influential in encouraging children under the age of fifteen to not wear a helmet or use other protective gear.
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