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The two studies reported here confirmed the role of the attributor’s hierarchical level in
cansal attributions about accidents in different types of organizations. In both studies,
supervisors vs. subordinates had to analyze a minor work accident vs. a serious one. The
first study used male vs. female subjects, whereas the second compared the target’s posi-
tion in the same (in-group) vs. different (out-group) hierarchical level as the attributor. In
all cases, more internal attributions than external ones were given to explain the accident.
These results demonstrate a tendency toward defensive attribution, whereby people tend
to protect themselves or their group from blame or prejudice (Shaver, 1970a). This self-
protective attribution bias was found to increase with accident severity, particularly in
Study 2. The conclusion offers some suggestions for accident analysis and prevention.

Understanding and preventing accidents are one of the major concerns of
organizations that are confronted daily with multiple malfunctions, despite the
progress' of science, and sometimes even because of it. An accident is undeniably
one of the most obvious and troubling events contributing to abnormal opera-
tions. In addition to the disruption it causes in the normal flow of activities (€.8.,
production), an accident is likely to be detrimental to the feeling of control and
order of the persons involved in the situation, and to have a negative effect on
their sense of psychological stability. In order to keep some feeling of control
over their environment, and also no doubt for other reasons (e.g., avoiding being
held responsible), members of anl organization engage more ot less actively in the
search for the causes of accidents, those unforeseeable and troubling events.

1Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to D. R. Kouabenan, Université
Pierre Mendas France, Laboritoire de Psychologie Saciale (LPS), UFR Sciences de I'Homme et dela
Société, Département de Psychologie, B.P. 47, 38040 Grenoble cedex 9, France.
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