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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.
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Much controversy has raged among tele-
vision producers and thcir cr i t ics as to the
effccts of the profusc portrayal of violence in
gangster and wcstern melodramas. l f ,  to the
stat ist ics on chi ld shootings which cnd in
death, could be added the many morc
shootings which do not, perhaps they would
consti tr te a hard and objcct ivc index by
which the students of mass cornmunication
could at last measurc clTcct.

The leading typc of accidcntal death, by
motor vchicle, breaks into a mult i tude of
subtypes whcn considered sociological ly.
Because in any motor accident involving a
chitd i t  rnay be assumed thi l t  the chi ld is not
a driver, several other persons have to be
taken into account, start ing with at least one
drivcr and one guardian of the chi ld. tnter-
pcrsonal relations tcnd to be pattcrned along
insti tut ional l incs, as wil l  be secn presently.

Meanwhile i t  is evidcnt that simply as a
physical hazard, apaft from intcrpcrsonal
relat ions, thu moving vehicle represents a
conflict. of values which positively obstructs
accident prevention. Spced limits low enough
to make the automobile less lethal arc
notoriously difficult to enltrrcc. Likewise
efforts to exclude pedestrians and cyclists
fronr roads bearing auto traffic have suc-
cecdcd only on a fcw toll roads and express
highways, not on city streets. Thc city
planning and architecture which put side-
walks next to pavcrncnt$ have frozen into
concrete and stonlr an institutional assump-
tion that thosc who walk arc of less im-
portance than those who drive. The millions
spent on steel for protecting motorists at
evcry turn in the highway arc not matched
by comparable expcnditurcs on physical
protection for pedestr ians. Pcdcstr ian bridges
over heavy traffic, likc those which cross the
Lake Shore Drive in Chicago, arc alrnost
oddit ies, and even these wcrc instal led not
for the sake of pedestrians but to kccp
traff ic f lowing continuously. Perhaps $orne-
day, wherr vehicular congestion on Man-
hattan lsland becomes still greater, the side-
walks wil l  bc rcrnoved altogether in order to
widen the streets. Elevated walks for
pedestrians may then be cxtended from the

4 5 1

becond floors of buildings. The physical
separation of pcdcstr ians from motor traf-
fic, which the architectural prophets havc
preached for many ycars, is much more
l ikely to cornc about in order to make more
room in thc street for autornobiles, however,
than through concern for pedcstrian safety,

Indccd, wherever well-rccognizcd and
widcsprcad hazards in the physical cnviron-
ment remain year after year, it takcs very
Iow-powered research and little of it to
discern that powerful inst i tut ional interests
support their continued cxistence. The ap-
propriate que$tion in such cases is "Who

be nefi ts from the maintentrnce of the
hazard?" Who benefits from the steady
display of violence on television? Who
benefits from firetrap housing? Who benefits
from wrapping goods in thin plast ic f i lm?
Thcsc may or may not bc Icgitimate research
qucstions. In programs of act ion to circurn-
vent powerful inst i tut ional interests, i t  is
sometimes possible to bt ing other powerful
interests to oppo$e them. Asc-ertaining
potential counterinterests may also be an
investigation that would not be recognized
as accident research,

It  i$ the customary claim of publ icly sup-
ported, nonprofit institutions that they
exhibit  a nonprrt isan, publ ic interest rather
than a private and part i i r l  or pirrt isan
interest. The most popular raison d'etre for
foundations in the United States, for
examplc, is child welfarc, in the abstract.
Bodies of this sort are given to reseurch
instead of refornr. The old stylc of zeal
which animated leadcrs in the pol i t ical
strugglc against chi ld labor is regarded by
them as unscicnti f ic and unbecorningly
part isarr, ln overcoming inst i tut ional oppo-
sit ion to the removal ofhazards. however. to
borrow a phrase from Oeneral MacArthur,
therc is no substi tute for victory.

Further to trouble those who shrink lrom
rccognizing that progress in accidcnt pre'
vention is not postponed primari ly bccause
of lack of knowledgc, i t  rnay also he noted
that expo$ure to hazards tends to be con-
centrated among chi ldren whose fanri l ies
arc shortest of ecorrornic power. These irre
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the families whose children must play in the

streets, swim iu excavations, and rustle their

own meals while their mother$ work to pay

the rcnt. Although no parents can entircly
control the physical cnvironment of their

children, there is enormous variation in

their relative ability to do so. Any program

of accident prevention thus ultimately runs

up again$t the dilTerential distribution of

safcty in socicty, as a concomitant of wealth

and povertY.
In any evaluation of the potential contri-

bution of research to accident prevention,

therefore, it is not far-fetched to contemplate
the possibility that research can actually
make rnatters worse, by diverting attention
from the basic task of rcmovirrg hazards or

by serving to postpone action, It is con-

ceivable, on the other hand, that some kinds

ofl research could be developed which would

shed light on the process by which a few

members of society continually cmergc who

seem as moved to scek justice for othcrs as

fttr themsclvcs, Many of the ir:rstitutional

safeguards which already exist have been

erected by such champions' Rcscarch into

thc institutional factors that account for

the persistence of major hazards or disclose

insights into the organization of means to

remove them, howcver, is hourr<I to seem

further rcmoved from rccognizable accident

re$carch the more basic it becomes.
It is very likely that irccident re$carch in

any fornr that will be rccognized as proper

by sponsors affecting irn irnpartial public

interest will simply concede the differcntial

distr ihution of inst i tut ional hazards to chi ld

safety and thcrcafter ignore them. The un'

equal distribution of hazards will nonethe-

Iess repeatcdly provc inconvenient in draw-

ing generalizations about accident caLtsation

and prcvention, becausc it confounds the

corrclations that might othcrwisc be foun<l

between the characteristics of childrcn or
parents and the frequencies of accidcnts' So

evcn frotn tlre narrow strindpoint of resetrrch
exclusively on personality factors, it would

bc very helpflul if an cconomical checklist of
hazards in the physical environmcnts of

SOCJAL AND CULTURAL FACTORS

research subjects could be developed, so that
these hazards could be at least cxpcrimental-
ly "corrtrolled."

IurEnpEnsor.trrL FACToRS

In considcring othcr pcrsons who play

important roles in chi ldhood accidents,

parcnts obviously cleserve most attcntiotr.

Injuries of children traceable to mistakes or

aggression by thcir parcnts are many. By

contra$t, young children rarely injure other

children. They do so more often as they

grow older and approach adult status, the

clirnax of their malignancy being reached

when they become parents themsclves' As

the tablc at thc outset showed, children arc

most vuJnerablc when they are most de-
pendent. As they become more and more

independent of their parents, they arc less

vulrrerable to accidents and injuries caused

by their parents, although they are simul-

taneously exposcd by their own growing

capacities for movement arrd cxploration to

injury by othcr pcrsons oulside thc home.

Since we are largcly couccrned with phys-

ical relations arnong physical bodies, it

should not seem surprising that small  bodies

suffer most from large bodies, or that such

injuries diminish as body size is equalized.
It nonetl'rcless seems contrary kr traditional
moral expcctations to recognize that parents
do not, on empirical exarrrination, appear
uniformly as protectors of even their own
children.

A Danish ctiminologist who some years
ago collected statistics from sevcral European
countries on rrrurders and murderers found
that generally murdcrers were closely related
to those they rnurder. Onc is safest wilh
total strangers, and most in danger frorrr
husband or wifc, parent or child. Every day
the ncwspapers carry talcs of clubbings,
statrbings, shootings, burnirtgs, strangu-
lations, drownings, and starvation of chil-
dren by parents, in this country as in all
others, Such rnayhcm, a certain portion of
which results in deaths, is so commonplace
that its extent is not recognized. Moreover.
most of it goes unrcported, sincc it does not
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come to the attention of the police. No
formal stutly of donrestic crime has cvcr
bcen made, [t would seem prerequisite to
have such a study in order to differentiate,
at least cruclcly, dcl iberatc injury from acci-
dental injury to children.This is because the
clainr that deliberate injuries were accidental
is one of the commonest defenses of parents
who are charged with maiming or ki l l ing
their chi ldren. I t  cannot be taken for
granted that accidental injuries will neces-
sari ly be found to outnunrbcr dcl ibcrate
injuries except in ccrtain specific catcgories.

These observations about deliberate in-
jury to chi ldren by parents do not include
those appirrent accidents which some would
readily attr ibute to unconscious hosti l i ty on
the part of parents. Moreover, drawing a
line between deliberate and accidcntal injury
of children is complicated not only by
unconscious motivation but by the legit i-
macy with which society continues to
sanctify corporal punishmcnt of children.
Corporal punishment of adults (who are
presumably far rnore responsible for their
act ions) has been abolished in nrost civi l ized
regions of the globe (exccpt for the ultimate
form, capital punishmcnt) but has apparent-
ly nowhcre bccn abolished for children. In
most families it appears to begin before the
chi ld has learned to talk, and i t  continues
unti l  he is big enough to dcfend himself
against i t .  In general i t  is levied without
respcct to the chi ld's capacity or degree of
responsibility and, infl66fl, usually seems to
serve a$ a substitute for those means of
discipl ine that would cult ivate higher dc-
grecs of responsibi l i ty.

David Susskind remarked recently, --Vi-

olencc is the lirst resort of an exhaustcd
mind." Most parsnts are unaware of any
alternative to its use in controlling their
chi ldren, and society furnishes them l i t t le

example or jnstruct ion in these alternatives,
And ironical ly, those who are most i ts vic-
tims are most Iikely to perpetuate its practice
frorn generation to gcncration. At the game
time, thcre is a chronic undercurrent of bad
conscience over it, which gives rise to its

vehement advocacy on the one hand while
Ieading to i ts concealment on the other.

Injuries inf l icted under the pretext of
punishmcnt are thereforc di l l icult  to detect
except in the most flagrant cases, such as
those that result in death or serious muti la-
t ion. Nonetheless, in determining where
deliberate injuries leave off and ..genuine"

acc-idcnts bcgin, much rnore thirn is known
at prc5cnt needs to be known about the
incidcnce and prevalence of corporal pun-
ishment. Meanwhile, aspir ing more nrodest-
ly, if somehow the frequency ofl childhood
accidents could be associated in future
rescarch with only a crude and simple
dist inct ion among parcnts as ut i l iz ing cor-
poral punishment at al l  or not at al l ,  i t  is
possiblc thar some sol id clues would be
uncovered as to th()ric kinds of injury that
more often arise from deliberate parental
aggression. This kind of dist inct ion between
types of chi ld-rearing practices may well
prove more discriminating as an independ-
ent variable t lran such dist inct ions as
pcrmissive-authoritarian.

Once the practice were established of
gathering inflorrnation on the parents as well
a$ on the chi ld in each accident case, as is
nowadays done in sophist icated chi ld guid-
ance work, many addit ional indcpcndcnt
variablcs or characterist ics of parents rnight
well  be studied, For example, do younger
pare nts have more accidents with thcir
second and younger chi ldren than with
their frrst? Again, what kinds' l  Is thcre any
differcnce in the protectiveness given by
parcnts who were thernselves older or
younger sibl ings or "only" chi ldren? Even
such simple, demographic infrrrrnation, i f
ful ly analyzed, would apparently add sub.
stantial ly to exist ing knowledge on thc roles
ofparents in chi ldhood accidcnts. I t  is cheap
and easy and rcl iablc to asccrtain, but only
as a first step tr)ward f'uller data. The time
may never come, however, when, cvcn on a
sample basis, parents of accidcnt vict ims
are givcn psychological tests. Meanwhile, if
something could also bc ascertained through
official records about the accident histories
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of the parents, in a form that would permit
thei l  associat ion with the accidents of thcir
chi ldrcn, sorlc clues rrr ight emerge as to
whether and how ccrtain types of accidents
are transmitted as a cultural pattern from
one gerrerirtiorr to thc ncxt.

Fronr sufficient scrutiny of the associa-
tions bctween parcntal characteristics and
childhood accidcnts, there should cmclge
sorne indications as to what kinds of act ion
might be taken with regard to parents that
could potcntial ly alter thc frequency of
accidents among thcir children. The easiest
and most obvious frrrrn. of action is, of
course, thc purely inftlrrlative kind ofaction
that makcs them awrrre of the existencc of
hazards irr thc environment of which thcy
were previously ignorant. Education ol ' this
sort probably would make little differctrce in
accident rates. Thcrc is such a ccaseless,
autonomous f low of such information in the
coursc of normal conrmurrication among
peoplc at large, hazards and accidents being
standard conversation pieces and ncws-
gathering fare, thal accidetrts to chi ldrcn are
rarely thc result of tlre ignorance or naivete
ol their parents.

Apart flrom overt or disguiscd aggression,
parents, l ike chi ldrcn, contr ibute to acci-
dents primarily by the ways in which they
deal with known hazards. Training in saf 'cr
forms of behavior is thus not the impart ing
of elerncntary informrrtion so much as it is
hasic re-education, a restructuring of exist-
ing patterns of behavior. And herc, of
course, the ancient qucstiotr arises as to
whether education can bc as effective in
establishing new prrttcrns of behavior in the
later years as in the earlicr years. Possibly it
can; possibly, as with crimc and del inquency,
which also reach their peak sornewhere
around age twenty, the malignancy of
parcnts in cnusing accidents to their chi ldren
recedes frorn early adulthood onward,

To turn from the role of pirrents in child-
hood accidents to the role of rronparents is
not to turn far. Sincc few chi ldhood acci-
dcnts can be attr ibutcd to other chi ldren,
"nonparents" means other adults, and most
of these other adults are ot have becn parents

SOCIAL AND CULTURAL FACTORS

themselves, They have also heerr children at
an etrlicr time and, tlrcrefore, have em-
bedded in their experiencc some acquaint-
ance with protective behavior, Ccltain basic
research questions thrrs arise frorl consider-
ing why and how it  is that al l  adults do not
exercise the same degree of protectiveness
toward other children as they cxercise
toward thcir own-howcver much or l i t t le
that may be.

Thc lirst and ilost obvious hypothesis
might be that some have had no children of
their own; the sccond, that they are hostile
or uncaring toward their own; the third,
that they take grcat risks with their own.
(Classification of thcse other adults would
seem an clcmentary stcp in rescarch, al-
though i t  probably has not been done.)
Atltcr excluding all such categories, howcver,
there will still rcmain a certain fraction of
parcnts who are quite affectionate and
protective toward their own chi ldren but
hosti le or uncaring toward other chi ldren. I t
is by studying these that the influencc of
institutional llirctors in clesignating the
children of various out-groups as of less
importance than the children of thc in-group
comes again into view. Even givcn the
maldistribution of wealth, with rvhich safety
can be to some degree pr.rrchased, there is an
addit ional inf lucnce on the dif fcrential
distribution of childhood accidents arising
from the fact that sornc children are less
valued and thercforc less protccted hy other
adults than these otlrer adults protect thcir
own chi ldren.

The rnost overt evidence of this differ-
ential in protectiveness is the visible diffcr-
ence in police and fire protcction given
various ncighborhoods of a city, but the
workings of social stratification are equally
visible on playgrounds, in schools, and
especially on the streets. Consider the op-
position which arises to every public move
to providc protected play space lor children
whose parents cannot provide it. Or, for
easc in enurrrcrating the organized groups
which represent the antichild intercst in
every community, the researcher ilray
simply list those which come forth rnore
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regulaily to oppose school bond issues. It
may vcry well  bc that a gret i ter contr ibution
would be made to reducing chi ldhood
accidents by altering the tax laws than by
an,v program ofsafety cducation inraginablc.

I f  i t  can be establ ishcd that there is a oosi-
tive correlation betlvccrn the affection of
parents for chi ldren and thc protecriveness
they exhibit ,  another largc inst i tut ional
mrrtter also looms into view, whcrc perhaps
therc is more room for optimism than with
respect to ircl ' r ieving a closer approach to
civic equality. That is the matter of volun-
tariness of parenthood. ln the past, i t  ap-
pears that more people had unwanted
chi ldren than is truc now, thank.s to technical
progrcs$ in contraccption and to diffusion of
knowledgc and means of contraception.
Should this be true, and should the trcnd
continue, and should i t  also be demonstrats-d
thiit children wantcd in advance reccivc
more affection and protection than those
who arc unwantedl it would then seem
logical to expect that future generations will
on the average reccivc flore care than have
past generations. Research on planncd
pnrcnthood might thus mrrke an appreciablc
contribution to childhood accident reserrrch,
The question of whethcr children loved by
their parents do in fact have fewer accidents
than those who are unloved is a very open
one, however, and moves into the social
psychology of the sell

IuorvlpunL F.l,croRs

In trying to explain individual differences
in belravior, rcfuge is too ofterr takcn in the
concept of personality bcfore the social
factors involved have been fully cxplored.
The concept of accident proneness appcats
to be a particular version of this tendency to
ovcrpsychologize problems of explaining
behavior. Only when al l  thc confounding
influences of differential cxposure to haz-
ards, di fferen tial rates of accidents of vario us
types at each age level, and differential
distr ibution ofparental and civic protection
have been fully taken into account would it
be logical to dcsignate one person as n'lore
accident prone than flnotlrcr, And even if
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it were possible to isolate some individuals
who were dernonstrably nrorc accident prone
than others, such individual dif fercnces
might still be accounted for by thc differential
distr ibution of social inf luences other than
hazards, &ge strrtus, and protection. Stat is-
tically, not many social factors need to be
takcn into account simultancously before
thc number of indivicluals subject to any
specific combination of these is reduced to a
very small nurnbcr, such as one.

Perhaps the rnost i l luminating analogy to
accident behavior in children in this respect
is del inquent behavior. Under what appear
at f i r$t glancc to bc sirni lar social circurn-
stanc€s, two boys in the same flamily may
turn out quitc dilTercntly, one engaging in
criminal acts while the other abides by
conventional rules of moral bchavior. With-
out venturing into thc controversy that st i l l
continues between sociologists and psychi-
atr ists, i t  does appear l ikely that any strategy
for prcvcrrtion offers more hope to the
degree that it employs generalized social
controls rather than resort ing to individual
therapy of variablc clficacy. Social science
best serves sociLrl policy and practirc when
it performs i ts obl igation to general ize.

At the levcl of the irrdividual self, thcre,
fore, one nray begin to seek gcneral izat ion
by stirrting wrth thc concept of thc social
self, fn an article in Sot:iometr1,, Morton
Dcutsch establishes experimentally that
thcrc arc suhstantial dill'erences betwccn the
behavior of people who l ikc thcmselvcs and
pcople who do not. The basic hypothcsis
f lppeflrs to hold rnuch promisc for chi ldhood
accident rcsearch-at least for accidcnts
among chi ldren old enough to possess a
self which they l ike or disl ike as an object.

The norrnal social environmcnt of cvcry
individuir l  from birth onward consists of
persons who ply him with a steady rain of
i tdnronit ions to takc care of himself,  and
who reinforce these with overt actions of
protection. Even hosti le parents tend to
exprcss their hosti l i ty in isolated incidcnts,
while habitual ly exhibit ing the same stand-
ardized rcsponses ofavert ing injury to them-
selvcs and others,


