
ROAD ACCIDENT INFORMATION SEMINAR Dr. A. J. McLean 

SESSION IX Page 1 

You a l l  have a copy of my ppper; I would prefer not to attempt to simply 

stand here and read through it again but rather rapidly to review the general 

outline of the plan developing in Adelaide and then to talk around some wider 

issues that a r e  of more general relevance to studies of this type. 

The general aims of the project in Adelaide a r e  - and these are  almost 

so tr i te I hesitate to repeat them - to study the safety of road users in that 

- area, to identi factors detrimental to safety and to evaluate the effectiveness (r 
of existing counter-measures such a s  the Vehicle Design Rules and to recommend 

relevant additions and changes to these counter-measures and, of course, the 

areas  to be studied will include the read users. We propose to accomplish 

these aims by collecting data a t  the scene of accidents to which an ambulance 

is  called. This obviously restricts the range of cases  we would expect to 

get and some of the reasons for this a r e  discussed in the paper. These data 

a r e  to be supplemented by the result* of follow-up investigation* of aspects of 

the environment, i. e. in simple terms, going back to the scene in large part 

and of the vehicles and the treatment of any injuries suetained by the part- 

icipants will be recorded and an attempt will be made to also determine certain 

ps)$chological characteristics of irQad users who a r e  involved in the events 

leading up to each accident and where practical, corresponding data on a 

control group of raod users will be obtained. Now al l  of these points a re  

treated in greater detail on the paper and I would urge you to refer to them 

for those issues that a re  of particular interest to you. 

The methods adopted in data collection, of course, will be such a s  to render 

meaningful such comparisons that may be attempted with data from similar 

studies, we will be hearing about shortly, being conducted elsewhere in 

Australia and with the previous study in Adelaide about ten year* ago. The 

intention a t  the moment, and this may possibly be modified, is to operate with 

two teams - each team consisting of a medico, an engineer and a behavioural 

scientist - I find if I say psychologist people say "Why dont t you want a 

sociologist? ' I  and behavioural scientist is one of. those useful umbrella terms 

PCÂ¥ thats Includes Ãˆnybo.Ãˆy('almoa These teams will be operating during the mame k period but not a t  the same time of day, we would propose that they gather data 

for one year 80 that we would have two teams operating in the same area for one 

year but one team for example might work from 9 in the morning until 5 in the 

evening and the other one go on duty a t  say seven in the evening and to through 

until 2 in the morning. In addition, we would hope to have a third psychologist - 
I have just briefly mentioned control group data and I ' l l  elaborate on the duties 
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of the third psychologist in a moment. Proposed time table is that from the 

date of funding, which we hope will be some time later this year, to s tar t  

with recruiting of staff and this is unlikely to be a particularly simple matter 

and we propose to allow possibly s ix  months to recruit staff and to perform 

adequate training, getting the equipment together, getting out on the road, so 

tfkat accidents become a relatively routine thing rather than a rather glamourous 

event becauan certainly based on my own experience, the f i rs t  twenty accidents 

one goes to a re  pretty much a write-off a s  far a t  useful information that i s  

recorded - you tend to stand and look and not write anything down. Then, a s  

I have indicated, with proposed one year of dbta collection and then a period of 

probably eighteen months for the reduction of the data preparation for formal 

reports and I would hope that the formal report would be completed in time to 

allow a further few months perhaps to be spent on re-writing the formal report 

in a form which makes i t  more amenable for wider circulation, i. e. circulation 

to a general audience rather than to a technical o r  scientific audience, and I 

would include in this for example, the possibility of preparing film strips with 

associated commentaries that a r e  reasonably self-contained and could go out 

to groups in the community so that they could si t  and a t  leaet learn in advance 

what sort  of accidents they might have; hcpefully i t  might do a little more 

than that but at least i t  would go that far. 

Now with regard to some of the wider issues that I would like to mention - 
I have issued perhaps almost a disclaimer in a way in this paper that data from 

these studies (by these studies I mean the various studies either underway o r  

proposed In Australia) should not in general, there a re  exceptions, but should 

not in general be pooled together and analysed a s  one group. This ie a practice 

which has been followed for some years now in the United States where consid- 

erable effort is  being devoted to the development of a computer data bank, - 
i t ' s  a great phrase, it covers a multitude of sins in may areas  - derived from 

the results of many in-depth accident investigation teams. Now the establish- 

ment of such a data bank is a logical and an efficient procedure if the subsequent 

analyeet a r e  based on each individual set  of data, I. e. if the analyses a re  

based on the data being collected in Sydney o r  Brisbane or in Adelaide rather 

than on all the data lumped together. Unfortunately, pooling together all  of 

this information and treating i t  a s  one large data l e t  greatly exacerbates one 

of the major problems in the analysia of this type of essentially observational 

o r  non-experimental data. I call i t  observational not experimental - most of 

our work in this field we can se t  up an experiment, that is we can control what 

happens o r  what we want to happen and themlook and see  actually what does 
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happen - volunteers for accident research a r e  alarmingly in short supply and 

we a r e  restricted, quite obviously, to sitting back and just watching what 

happens; we can' t  arrange for it on thin weekend o r  have three head-on 

collisions, two right-angle collisions, etc. There has been relatively little - 
somewhat to my surprise, I've only realised this in recent years - there has 

been relatively little scientific theory going along behind to back up observa- 

tional studies. Many of the problems a r e  recognised but the resources to deal 

with these problems aren' t  terribly well developed. One of the major problems 

is the thing that you record may not be, you may not be able to go in directly 

and record what you want to know - with regard to the vehicle, of course, we 

would like to know the forces acting on the occupants in a collinion; obviously 

we can1 t record this directly we have to rely on the degree of vehicle damage 
&w> 

and what, to use a term statisticians love, "BuyeT'n can enter heret; in other 

words we might measure something and use it a s  a guide to something else 

but it may not be an accurate guide. It would be a bit like throwing darts a t  

a dar t  board and being told the dart board is there when it is actually over there; 

you might throw quite well over there but you a r e  not scoring too well on the 

dart  board. Another problem is that al l  of our statistical theory by which we 

come up with . . . . . . . . . . .test, whatever, the fundamental assumptions under- 

lying a l l  of these statistical tests a re  grossly distorted, if there is bias present 

i n o u r  measurements, and one can go on for a long time with this but this is  

not the time to do so. 

When I talk about not lumping data together obviously there a r e  quite obvious 

things like thccl.different teams should record their data in the same %allocate 

the cases  to  the similar categories, should have the same codes and so on and 

so  on but there i s  one characteristic we can1 t control and that timply is the 

way In which the individual investigators go about collecting their data and the 

circumstances under which they do it. There has been quite a lot of work done 

on the matter of basically the fact that in behavioural research and observation 

studies, people have a great tendency to find what they a r e  looking for whether 

or not i t  is actually there and this tendency varies in one respect to another 

from one individual to another and because we have data being collected by 

different teams we have to a t  least be aware of the possibility of this problem 

and i t  has been wisely said, I believe, that without an understanding o r  without 

recognition of problems of this type in the data collection situation, we can no 

more hope to acquire accurate information than could astronomers and zoolo- 

gists of days gone by who did not understand the operation of their telescopes 

and microscopes. 
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Now in one respect here I mentioned we hoped to have a third psychologist 

to collect control {HS^e group data. One problem with this is that if this 

psychologist before going out to interview people in the accidents and people 

who weren't in the accidents knows in advance who was in the accident and 

who wasn' t the conclusions that this psychologist comes to quite unwittingly 

can be very heavily coloured by this information so I would hope that some- 

how or other we would be able to have a person on the team but not in the 

team who would even perhaps be housed in a completely different area and 

rarely talk to the team members so  that there' s little r i sk  of this psychologist 

knowing what happened in the accidents and going out maybe to the person who 

was the driver in the accident perhaps a month later and interviewing that 

person, not knowing whether this is a person who is not known to have had an 

accident or in fact did have an accident. These, a s  I say, a r e  iasues that 

can be quite firmly supported from research on methodology in this area but 

which I realise, may appear to be nit-picking on f i rs t  exposure. 

What sort  of accidents do we expect to study? Speaking a s  an accident 

investigator myself I have a very strong preference for those that occur on 

warm sunny days with no wind and little traffic but the selection of individual 

cases does need perhaps to be a little more rational than this, and I've set  down . 

in the paper the fact that we will be folhwing the approach that was used in the 

previous Adelaide Study. There a r e  some problems, fairly obvious problems . 

with regard to this but we talk a lot in this work about getting a representative 

sample and unfortunately this is around about the stage - i t ' s  one of these 

wise words that having said "representative sample1 you can then si t  down and 

feel a s  though you have made a great contribution but I think we a r e  just about 

a t  the stage in this game now where the word "why" needs to be used fairly 

often and "whatw such as "what do you mean by representative sample? 'I 

'Why do you want a representative sample? It and I' m afraid I must admit that 

I 'm at the stage now where I 'm not sure that we have an adequate answer to 

these questions. Obviously we don't want to get al l  accidents, end up with 

a batch of accidents selected on the basis of the fact that the driver had red 

hair, was travelling north on a Japanese motor cycle - to use quite a ridiculous 

example - but i s  quite easy, unless one sets out in advance to  define the type 

of accidents which we a r e  after, it '  s quite easy to end up with almoit a s  

redlculous situation* a s  that. I have set  down earlier on in the paper some 

of my thoughts on this, including ways in which we might assess  things fcat 

I think may be of some importance and w a y  in which we can evaluate the 
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representat iveness  of any sample we get; I won' t r epea t  this now but I 

would hope that those who would perhaps even be associated with using 

data f r o m  studies of this  type might look a t  it. 

What c a n  we hope to come out of a n  in-depth study? We talk a lot about 

evaluation, evaluation of vehicle design ru les ,  evaluation of traffic rules, 

of counter-measures  that have been adopted in the road sys tem but i t ' a  

evaluation, in some ways in a quite special  and specific sense.  We can  

cer ta in ly  find - and this i s  a unique attribute of in-depth studies -we 

would expect to be able to determine specific causes  of specific injur ies  

and I could keep on using the word specific ad nauseu- in specific 

vehicles ,  in specific types of accidents and so  on and s o  on. 

We c a n  a l so  expect to find specific f a c t o r s  which contribute to  accident 

causation; h e r e  the situation i s  not quite a s  c lea r  a s  with injury causation 

because we often have a multitude of fac tors  a l l  operating together. We 

c a n  expect to be a l e r t  fo r  c a s e s  in which safety fea tures  do not perform a a  

? expected. One example was -presented to the Seminar, &@ 

' c a s e s  in which the energy-absorbing s teer ing column which basically 

te lescopes,  absorbing energy a s  it  does so, but there  have been quite a few 

c a s e s  in  which some designs of energy-absorbing columns have actually 

bent and in bending, of course,  they a r e  no longer able to  telescope and 

a b s o r b  energy in the manner intended. We can  keep our  eyes open for  

m a t t e r s  of this  type but I would like to  emphasise quite strongly that I do 

not r e g a r d  in-depth studies a s  an alternative to  large-scale  studies based on 

m a s s  data; they a r e ,  however, complementary. And I would say  that the 

evaluation of a safety standard is best  done on m a s s  data but, having said 

that, I would then like to point out ;that I think with our  p resen t  situation in 

Austral ia  no one State has an adequate number of accidents  f o r  us  to  be able 

to  expect  t o  do this and I would add my voice to those who have been crying 

in the wilderness  f o r  years  that there i s  a c r i t i ca l  and an urgent need for  at 

l e a s t  those i tems that a r e  necessary  f o r  the evaluation of vehicle safety 

fea tures ,  f o r  these i tems to be gathered by each State routinely in such a 

way that  we c a n  have a large enough data pool in Australia to evaluate the 

safety f e a t u r e s  that  we a r e  requiring a t  g rea t  expense on the vehicles in 

th i s  country. 

F r o m  m y  experience in North Carolina las t  year  a t  Dr. Campbell ' s  Centre  - 
I thought I understood this problem but i t ' s  not rea l ly  until  you have worked 

with i t  that  you rea l i se  what a tremendous number of c a s e s  a r e  needed t o  
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the task  i s  the collection of data on a clearly defined s e t  of i tems but 

this  i s  not the sole objective of studies of this  type. There  i s  an  

additional component which has been described in this way - and I 

Q,/ 
suspect I ' m  quoting Dr. ~add^f i  hare  in a book of which he was co-editor - 

,.. "The essensffc of this type of study i s  the open-ended observation and 

description of phenomena to discover variables which deductably s eem to 

be of importance and without continuing research  of this  type there  can 

often be no assurance 4 that variables  more  formally investigated have been 

realistically o r  even wisely chosen1' and, to quote our  present  Keynote 

speaker  "The system must  not be static but must respond to new questions 

and in-depth studies a r e  a n  extremely valuable way of coming up with 

these new questions ". 
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evaluate what would appear to be straightforward issues.  As Dr. Campbell 

has  indicated, they now have virtually complete information for  safety 

r e s ea r ch  purposes on nearly 600,000 vehicles out of the total of 1,000,000 

c a s e s  and for  an  evaluation, for  example, of s ide door reinforcement 

beams I ' v e  found that a s  soon a s  one s t a r t s  to  control f o r  different types 

of accident and different types of vehicle and s o  on, the numbers just 

disappear  almost a s  thought they were  evaporating before one ' s  eyes and 

this  i s  because we need to control for  the fact  that elderly people in general 

a r e  more  likely to get hurt than younger people; there i s  frequently a 

difference in injury susceptibility between men and women and obviously 

t he r e  a r e  mat te rs  much a s  the severi ty of the collision. To give one 

f a i r l y  obvious sample, if you have a safety feature fitted to a sporty c a r  and 

the only possible control group i s  a c a r  that i s  normally used for  running 

down to the supermarket, it  should be no surpr i se  if you find the people in 

the sporty car-% worse even though their c a r  i s  supposed to be safer  than 

the people who have just popped down to the supermarket  because the people 

in  the sporty c a r  a r e  likely to leave the road a t  terminal  velocity on 

their  way to their  accident. 

We can  expect however f r om the in-depth study - and again, this  i s  

vir tual ly a unique attribute of in-depth studies - to  get clues a s  to what 

changes need to be made in the specific fea tures  of our vehicles, in specific 

aspec ts  of road design. I t ' s  perhaps one thing to say  roadside obstacles 

a r e  related to the injuries sustained by vehicle occupants when their c a r s  

run  off the road but we need to get some idea of what actually happens 

when a c a r  hits a utility pole, fo r  example; .take a look a t  the situation 

in  which it occurred and decide whether it  just was the luck of the draw that 

the c a r  ran  off the road and hit the pole o r  i s  the spacing of the poles and 

the  speed of the traffic and the angle a t  which a vehicle i s  likely to run off 

the road such that a collision with a pole i s  almost  inevitable, and so on and 

s o  on. 

Finally, I would like to just touch on a point that we have said that in-depth 

s tudies  a r e  studies in which our professionals go out to  the scene of 

accidents  and I would like to finish off by saying - why use  professionals 

ra ther  than technicians and in fact, many studies in the U. S. have relied 

on technicians ra ther  than professionally qualified team members.  There 

is probably not much to choose between these two groups of people when the 


