
PREFACE 
 
 
Behavioural or social science has been a recognised subject area for the best part of a century. 
Within that time psychologists and other social scientists have written millions of words on a 
vast range of topics relating to human and animal behaviour – about thoughts, feeling, 
motivation, attitudes, perceptions, learning, anxiety and aggression. Yet of this published 
literature only a tiny proportion has dwelt upon the way in which people respond to danger 
and attempt to cope with it. Where studies have touched upon the subject they have often been 
carried out by researchers whose primary interest has lain elsewhere, and who have made only 
a brief today foray outside their chosen territory. 
 
This has led to a fragmented literature based upon a multitude of theories whose inter-
relationship is hard to unravel. Apparent contradictions abound and the gaps in our knowledge 
are still large and frustrating. Practitioners in health and safety therefore frequently despair of 
the task of trying to extract any sensible conclusions and recommendations from the literature. 
Despite the fact that the human factor is almost universally regarded as the major contributor 
to problems in the field it remains a terra incognita, frequently regarded as a hopeless mixture 
of trivia and incomprehensible jargon. Hopes are high but expectations low. 
 
As psychologists and as researches, teachers and practitioners in health and safety we have 
tried in this book to tackle both these problems. Our aims are to show to social scientists that 
the subject of behaviour in the face of danger is a fascinating and rewarding one and to 
demonstrate to the practitioner that there is both order and value in what is known about 
human factors. In both cases our ultimate goal is to stimulate those concerned towards further 
systematic work. We also have a more negative aim – to curb the inflated hopes that some 
practitioners in, and commentators on the field have of the potential contribution of 
behavioural science to health and safety. We seek to show that psychology cannot be expected 
to paper over the cracks which other disciplines have failed to tackle and that for example, 
people cannot be manipulated into being safe in dangerous conditions. Only if the field is 
regarded as a whole, as a multidisciplinary system in which all the parts must fit together, is 
there a chance that improvements can be made. 
 
In order to achieve our aims we present here a model of human behaviour in the face of 
danger. Because of the fragmented state of the knowledge upon which we have based the 
model we are very much aware that our book can only be an interim statement. We hope that 
it will serve as a structure to organise what is already known so that it can be more easily 
applied, and to make clear the gaps in knowledge which further work needs to fill. Such work 
is partly theoretical – to further our understanding of the fundamental mechanisms by which 
people perceive, assess and respond to danger, and partly practical – to evaluate the 
importance of the individual as a controlling factor in different circumstances and the 
effectiveness of attempts to improve that control over danger. 
 
This book grew out of the teaching which we developed and carried out in the former 
Department of Occupational Health and Safety at the University of Aston in Birmingham. 
The challenge and inspiration from creating an entirely new multidisciplinary subject and 
teaching programme was enormous. We owe a great debt both to our former colleagues and to 
the hundreds of students from more than forty countries who served as guinea pigs for our 
ideas. 
 



In compiling this book we also acknowledge our debts to the select band of pioneers in this 
field on whose data and insights we have built. They worked in many different countries, 
frequently as lone voices creating a new subject against a background of scepticism and 
resistance. The growing international network of conferences and seminars on the subject has 
provided the necessary framework to support and bind together those pioneering efforts. It has 
also provided us with the opportunity to meet any of those currently working in the field and 
to exchange ideas with them. We hope that we have faithfully interpreted those ideas and in 
so doing apologise for any inadequacies that my have crept in. We particularly acknowledge 
the contribution of colleagues from the Vakgroep Veiligheidskunde at the Technische 
Universiteit Delft and from the many organisations brought together by the symposia on 
occupational accident research in Scandinavia. 
 
A number of people have very kindly read and commented on parts of the book in its various 
drafts and have contributed unselfishly to the tedious tasks associated with assembling the 
information, references and text. Without them and the miracles of word-processing the whole 
task would have become stranded. Our particular thanks go the advisory editor Dr Herbert 
Eisner and also to: Dr Tony Boyle, Ms Sue Glendon, Derek Grayham, Mrs Joan Hale, Ms 
Mary Hale, Dr Stephen McKenna and Mark Piney. 


