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Socllr FACToRS RELATED To AccrDENrs may be studied on the societal or on the
individual level, From l"he societal point of vicw, broad social forces influence the
ways in which the community or group vicws and deals with the hazards in il"s en-
vironment. Research on this lcvcl is conccrned with such phenomena as thc social
and cultural forccs which favor accident occurrencc; the priorities givcn l.o the
control of firearrns, vehicular traffic, and poisons; thc cconomic forces which resist
the adoption of recognized safety measures, such as ririlroad air brakes ancl auto-
mobilc safcty belts; and the polit ical pressures for ancl against safcty lcgislation.t '2
Although thcy arc to sorne extent removed from the direct causation of acciclcnts,
such factols are clearly significant.

From this broad point of view, accidents may be studicd as a manifestation of
social pathology. They are dysfunctional to thc social system, interfering with its
smooth operation, and they reflect and crcirtc social problcms l"hat involve most
if not all of society's institutions-industry, school, homc, and govcrnmcnt. They
also rnirror a society's techrrology and the ways in which it has becn integrated
with its cnvironment. F'or these reasons, one emphasis of behavioral research on
accidcnts is their study as social phenomena, in much thc same way that suicide,
crimc, and various diseases are studied in rclation to the characl.eristics of social
groups which fhvor their occurrence. The rcscirrch worker using this approrrch
attempts to dctermine the cultural and social values that influence the occurrcnce
of accidents, thc role that accidents play in social disorganization, and the insti-
tutional forces that positively or negatively influence their prevention or control.

From the inclividual point of view, the social scientist is interested in those social
factors that affect thc individual's bchavior in relation to cnvironmental hazards.
Sincc ahlost all individual actions havc social corrrpoucnts, social factors lniry
grcatly inllucnce not only the occurrencc ofaccidcnts but also their type ancl severity.
Individuals belong to groups, and group pres$ures may suhstantially determine
whether individual bchavior results in accidents to the individual or to others. The
emphasis on vehicular speed and appearance rather than on crashworthiness (see
Chap. 9) is an exanrple of a group value. Social clrinking pattcrns are largcly group
controlled. Thc irrdividual who takes unnecessary risks may be trying to impress
his fcllow group menrbers and, in fact, risk-taking may becomc a recognizcd nnd
accepted group norm.

In addition to belonging to groups, all individuals occupy ccltain statuses and
perform according to prescribed roles. All of these may impingc upon individual
attitudes ancl bchavior in regard to accidents. How well the mother and father
pcrfolrn their protective role in relalJon to their childrcn may have a great effect
upon thc accident rates of their children, as the work of Read e/ a/.r and others has
dernonstlatcd. Certain occupational statuses subject individuals to unusually high
risks in thc ncrformance of their work. The individual's roles and statuses define
who he is and what is expectecl of him; to the extent thal safe behavior can hc made
an appropriatc aud acceptablc part of his role performance and commitment to his
status position, hc will tcncl to incorporate it in his everyday routine.

Although much research has been done on thc irrfluence of social factors on a
widc lange of individual behavior-voting, for example, or purchasing habits-few
studies have been done on accidents. Since accicleuts are usually not preclictablc and
therefore not observable in systcnratic fashion, such studics may have to go back one
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step and examine the more readily observable behavior that precedes the accident,
Thus onc might stucly such accident-generating acts as driving when drunk, speeding,
jaywalking, ancl leaving a baby unattended.

There is an almost complete lack of significant studies which bring to bear on
accident phenorncna the full force of socirrl theory and method. The few examples
rcproduccd below arc quitc elenrentary and are offered to illustrate what might be
done rather than as good examples of what has been done. We begin with Foote's
thoughtful and highly original analysis of the potential of community, institutional,
and intcrpcrsonal lactors in both accident causation and prevention. As Foote points
out, many institutional forces in $ociety todiry indirectly promote the occurlence
of accidents.

Foote's gcneral analysis of social factors in accidents is followed by a detailcd
formulation of a theory of "the social threshold" in accident caus;tt ion. Viewing
accidcnts a$ a form ofdeviant behavior, Paterson hypothesizes thal thcrc is a thresh-
old of confornring bchavior beyoncl which an individual ventures into ircciclcnt-
inducing si tuttt ion.t.

Bringing together a number of studies, McFarland and Moore appraise thc many
social factors relirted to autorlobile accidents involving young pcople, Especial
significance is given to the role of the automobilc in the l if 'c of thc young person;
it obviously serves many functions besidcs transportation, ancl many oi these increase
its potential for causing accidents. In thc ncxt article, Casc and Stewart review the
literature on driver attitudes but f ind that currcnt tests are inadequate to measure
thc full rangc of driver attitudes and the elTect of thcse attitudes on acriclcnts (see
Orlcans and Ross, Chap. 5), Backett and Johnston's study deals with social factors,
such as family background, in rclation to childhood pcdestrian accidents, Acciclents
oulside the honrc irrc found to bc related to thc chirracteristics of the home, thereby
suggesting that social factors may cirrry olcr into situations bcyond their i lrtrnediate
environment.

on a cornpletely different level of analysis, a sociologist, Portdrfield, dealing with
suicide, homicide, and crime, shows that these rvidences of social disorganization
are statistically associated with the occurrcnce of accidents. At thc snnic gencral
levcl of irnalysis, Ross raises the possibil i ty that attitudes toward trafl ic laws are a
dysfunclional clcnrcnt in traffic safety.

Finally, wc exatnine behavioral factors in relation to accidents in which alcohol
plays a role. Although several studics havc lirmly establishecl the importance of the
pharmacologic effects of alcohol in the initiation of accidents, only a few have begun
to unravcl the pertirrent behavioral corrclatcs of its rrse. Increasingly, however,
attentioll is being directed to firctors of this type. The problern of thc drinking driver,
fcrr example, includcs such behavioral components as: 1l) cultural pattefns in rccrc-
ation, business, courtship, and entertainmenr; (2) public attitudes; (3) economic and
polit ical forces that thvor drinking;r' 2 and (4) the emotional nceds of thc indiviclual
that favor his usc of thc dlug.* Furthr:r ', since thc chronic alcoholic is now known to

r Authorities have long regarded beverage alcohol (ethyl alcohol, ethanol) as a drug and do de-
scribe it thus in the scientific litcraturc. A conm.ittee of the WHO has statcd that jt has propcrtics
"intermediatc bctwcen the addiction-producing and habit-forming drugs."+ Although not all prob-
lenrs associatcd with its usc calr bc dcscribecl in relation to its pharmacologic propertics, it is
irnportant to remember that lacking thesc properties it would not be employcd.
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be disproportionately represented in drinking-dliving acciclcnts (see below), the

behavitrai factors ofihis common diseasc ore also important in rclation to accidents'

Although there have not been many pertinent invcstigations, the reports .by
Barmack u"nd Poyn, documcnt well the importance of the accident-involved drinking

driver,s social background. Their findingi irnd our general knowleclgc of the signi-

ficance ofalcohol in accidcnts make it clear that the succcssful control ofthe drinking

drivcr will require far greater knowledge than we now have of the bchlvioral factors

associated with its use.

SOCIOLOGICAL FACTORS IN

CHILDHOOD ACCIDENTS
-Nelson N. Foote, Ph.D.

Beginning with a simple description of the distribution of fatal accidents among

children, Foote presents i scrphisticatcd discussion of irrstitutional, intcrpersona-I, and

individual factors that favoitheir occurrence and prevcntion. Hs stal.cs that "from

the standpoint of accident prevention, thc elimination of hazards through institutio.nal

action must realistically oi*uy, remain the primary grand strategy." He also points

out that "wherever **tl-r."ognited ancl widespread hazarcls in the physical environ'

ment remain year after y"urf it takes very low-powered research and little of it to

discern that ptwerful inititufional interests *upio.t their continued existence," and

adds that "the appropriate qucstion in such case* it: Who benefits from thc main-

tenance of the hazard?" such questions are well known to sophisticatcd workers

concerned with accident researth and prevcntion but are rarely' if evcr, stated

publ ic ly .Theypoint ,never theless ' tomanyoPportuni t iesforrcsearchofpar t icu lar
interest to bchavioral scicntists.

on the interpcrsonal level, Footc brilliantly iliscusses tlle r.o.le of parents in the

injuries their chlldren sustain and points out that many "accidents" are in reality

the results of deliberate aggression.t This emphasizes the point that there has as yet

becn no aderluatc study of thc relationships--undoubtedly numerous-between

inadvertent injuries and ihose deliberately initiated. Forensic pathologists and some

accident research workers, particularly tirose who study accidents rather than such

secondary sources as accident repor:ts, are quite familiar both 
.with 

homicides and

suicidcs classified as ircciclents and-though they are probably more rare-the

reverse.z In acldition, it is likely that individual accidents may bc in part both inad-

vertent and deliberate, As Selzei's exploration of suicidal tendencies among alcoholics

and othcrs involvcd in motor vehicle accidents suggests's

In tegarcl to individual factors, Foote urges thit sociat variables be considered

before plr*onality factors and the notion of accident proneness are employed as

explanations of accidents. (we havc alrcady noted, in chaps. 5 and 7, the limited

usefulness of the latter emphasis.) Foote also proposes an analogy bctween accident

t Atthough long recognized on the basis of individual clinical cases, the occurrcnce and char-

icteristics- of silch injurics are beginning to receive increased attefltion from the medical

profession.6
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behavior and delinquent behavior and points out that it is likely that o'any strategy

for prevention offers ntore hope to the degree that it employs generalizcd social

controls rather than rcsorting to in<lividual thcrapy of variable efficacy." Although

he is probably correct in this view, this is one of the many points with respect to

accident prevention that need careful consideration and thorough study.

Foote concludcs with an outline for an interesting lrrboratory test of risk-taking

arnong children, involving the observation of the behavior of children undcr a series

of reaHife situations of risk, such as crossing a road, hamntering a nail, and climbing

a tree.f Especiallv if thc results wcrc shown to correlate with accidcnt distributions

among the same children, such a test might be used to identify those who exhibit

poten(ially dangerous Fatterns of risk"taking. Grantcd that therc are dillicult prob-

iems of standardization, control, and interpretation, experinrcntal approaches of this

general type might do much to provide needed information that is not bcing produced

by most currcnt accident rescarch.

SucHrulu ltln ScHERznn's Current Research
in Childhood Acridents cites thc following
data from the National Officc of Vital

Stat ist ics, showing frequencics of the main

types of accidcntal death by broad age

Eroups during 1956:

T Y F E  A G E

Unt ler5 5to14
A l l  t ypes  8 ,173  6 ,316
Motor vehicle l.770 2,640
Fal ls  427 IEE
Fire burns I ,158 667
Drowning ?48 | ,327
Rai l road 76 148
Fireilrffs 79 4Zg
Poison gascs 53 33
Poison except gfls 394 3?
(All other-

by srrbtraction 3,468 852)

Because of thc special care taken with

mortality statistics, these are probably

arrong the most re l iable data obtain;rb le

from official records of any kind. And

because accidental deaths are even nl()re

rare events than accidents,  data drawn from

the completc nttional universe descrve

thorough analysis. It is not clear how

thorough such analysis has been,

For cxample, thc table above exhibits

several  suggcst ive re lat ionships.  I f  the

5-to-14-year column is calculated as a series
of percentages of the under-S column and
.rankcd in ascending order, an interesting
sequence rcsults:

Percent
Poison excspt gas E
(All other 25)

. Falls .14
Fire burns 58
Poison gases 6?

(Al l  tyrrcs 77)
: Motot vehicle 149

Drowning 177
Rai l road 195
Fircarms 5'13

Three speculative hypotheses emerge from
this ordcring: First, thc nurnber and variety

ofhazards in the physical environment ofthe
adult are mueh greater than in the segregated
physical cnvironments clesigned for the
chi ld. Secondly. those accidental deaths that
reprcscnt failures in parental ptotcction

from the dangers in the physical environ-
ment diminish as thc chi ld learns to care for
himself. Finally, those accidental dcaths
that represent risk-taking with known
dangers in his physical cnvironrnent increase
as the child's range of exploration increases,

The extreme concentration of accidcntal
deaths in the fir$t year of life, and thc very

f-Reprinted from BeAavior al Apprcaches to Accidettt ReseorcA, Association for ttre-l
L Aid of Crippled Children, New York, 1961, pp, l2l-135. J

f $ee Chap. 3 for a study of responses to a "visual cliff" and Cnlp !0. for a. study of -behavior in

ielation to entrapment in refrigerators. Other examples, with adult subjects, have chiefly involved

driving in relation to drinking (scc Chap, 3 and rcl'erence 7).
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high accidental death rate during the second
ycar, underline the degree to which such
mortality is a function of dependcncy on
parents and otlrcr guardians. For cach type
of death, it should be possiblc to draw from
existing statistical data its characteristic
curve of frequency by years of age. ldeal ly,
this would break down the first year into
months. Such a ref incmcnt of incidence
figures, including f iner categorization of the
agcnts of death, irrrd tinre series corlparison,
should yield further clues as to the dynamics
of parental care and chi ld development in
relation to the dangers of the physical en-
vironrrrent.

A lurther examination of the table above
discloses that the most prevalent types of
accidcntal death irrisc from highly fanriliar
hazards; col l is ions, from moving vehic: les;
drownings, frorrr water; burns, from fire or
heat; asphyxiat ion, from gas; shootings,
from guns. Just as conccptually it is clari-
fying to scparatc thc rrccident as an event
from the injury which may or may not
result, it is hetpfLtl in corrceivirrg future
rescarch to isolate the hazards of the
physictrl cnvironment from both accident
and injury. A child who falls lrom a high
place rnay be crushed, drowned, burned or
suffocated, depending on where hc falls. The
height is one hazard; what l ics at the bottom
may be another, and both can potentially be
dealt with, as in the use of landings to inter-
rupt long flights of stairs,

Itqstltutlot'let, Fa crons

Any sociological approach to childhood
accidents should take extensivc account of
the kinds and distr ibution of hrrzards in the
physical environments of chi ldren. Espe-
cially in the United States, these physical
environments are rarely natural,  and even
those that are natural tend to be del iberately
selected, segregated, and assigncd for use by
chi ldrcn. Most are art i f ic ial,  although i t
would be a mistake to suppose lhat most
havc been designcd for thc safcty ofchildren,

From the standpoint of accidcnt preven-
t ion, the el iminatiort of hazards through
instituti ontl irction nr ust realisticallv alwavs
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remain the primary grand strategy. Edu-
cating parei l ts to provide hazard-lree en-
vironrrrents and protection wil l  alwirys re-
mairr qr,ritc secontlary, thor.rgh lrerhaps more
effect ive than tr ir ining chi ldrcn thcrnselves
to avoid r isk. The Ljndcr:writers'  Labora-
tories, for example, keep chi ldhood deaths
by electrocrr l ion at suclr a minimum that
most pareilts hardly regtrrrl electric cords,
rcceptacles, and sockcts as hazards rrt rrll,

Frorn thc inst i tut ionir l  point of view, t ime
series analysis of types of accidental death
should disclo$e rrrany readi ly understood
trends in incidence based on historical in-
crcascs and dccrcascs in the incidence of
spccilic hazards. The decline of gas lighting
and the redesign of valves on ga$ ranges
have probably diminished the t iequcncy o[
asphyxiation despite incretrsed numbcrs of
hornes using gas. The rapid incrcase in
backyard swirnrning pools, however, rrppears
to be r lult iplying chi ld drownings in sub-
urbrn neighborhoods faster: than institu-
tional protections can be erected,

Perhaps the most irttriguing hazLrrd for
sociological re$earch irnplicd by the fore-
going l ist is f i rearms. In the s-to-14-year-old
catcgory, shootings rank fourth after rruto-
nrobilc irccidcnts, drownings, and fires as
causcs of death. Some chi l i l rcn no doubt
shoot themselves, and sonlc arc shot by
their parents or other adults, but it seems
likcly that most children are shot by other
chi ldren. l f  that is truc, the problem of
defining the nature ofl an accidcnt is very
much corlplicatcd thercby. Legalistically, of
course, juveni le criminals are not held
rcsponsiblc for their actions as adults are,
but, from a psychological point of view,
point ing a gun at another chi ld and pul l ing
the trigger is very dilTercnt frorn being
struck by lightning while swirlming in the
rain. To whom has the accident happened in
this case? Hcre accidcnt and injury are
indccd separate entities to consider. Apart
from the interpersonal aspects, which will be
dealt with later, the most interestirrg insti-
tutional aspect oflirearms as a hazard is the
possibility that in this case the communitv
fostcrs shootinss.


