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Making Sense of Industrial Accidents: The Role of Job Satisfaction
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Abstract: The study examined causality attributions made for workplace accidents and how these
attributions may be influenced by job satisfaction. It was part of an extensive exploratory work on
causal attributions for industrial accidents in Ghana’s work environment. It was carried out in a field
setting where the participants were actual accident victims (n=121), co-workers (n=117) and
supervisors (n=82) at their various workplaces. The results indicated an association between job
satisfaction and causality attributions for the accident occurrence. Dissatisfied workers, more than their
satisfied colleagues, tend to employ more external attributions in their causal analyses for accident
occurrences. This confirmed postulations from job models in which dissatisfied workers have a
propensity to attribute to workplace and environmental factors as agents of their dissatisfaction. The
findings thus have implications for safety management policies.
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INTRODUCTION

Attribution theory basically suggests that people
generally make causal attributions for their own and
other peoples’ behaviour to facilitate understanding and
to shape future behaviour. They do this by assessing the
co-variation between the cause and effect variables!'?.
The importance of causal attributions in both the social
psychology and accident literature is well documented.
In the social psychology literature, the attribution model
is considered as one of the most appropriate analytical
tools for exploratory and descriptive studies”™* and has
been employed extensively in work environment
studies™. For example, workplace attributional
analyses have been used to predict behaviour in
hazardous work environments''® and have served as
explanatory frameworks for management’s decisions to
reprimand and or terminate employees!'' . Besides,
they have provided models for the analysis of behaviour
in the face of danger''*! and for ergonomic perceptions
of workplace accidents''”. Attributional analyses have
provided a useful framework for the clarification and
exposition of the causes of industrial accidents and has
been regarded as the backbone of safety management
policiest!®'?) |

Job Satisfaction in the Organizational Literature:
Empirical research on industrial accidents in the past

three decades has demonstrated that accident causality
is attributed to two major causes: internal (dispositional
characteristics of the worker) and external causal
factors (characteristics of the work environment) {7,
Models of industrial accident process have included
such variables as workers’ social work environment,
organizational climate, behaviour at work and
personality variables as contributory factors in the
accident process. One very important organizational
variable which has impacted enormously on work life
and therefore receives considerable attention in the
literature is job satisfaction!*%. Locke!*! in his well-
cited definition considers job satisfaction to be a
pleasurable or positive emotional state resulting from
the appraisal of one’s job or job experiences and as a
function of the perceived relationship between what one
wants from one’s job and what one perceives it as
offering (p. 1300). It is consequently often considered
as an affective reaction to one’s job and an indicator of
working  conditions'®**,  Measurement of job
satisfaction has been done with a simple single-item
scale! or multi-item scales?*"

Recent theorizing on job satisfaction, as noted
above, describes it as a multifaceted construct and a
function of two major factors: worker personality traits,
and workplace factors!'**. Implicit in these definitions
is the importance of both internal and external factors
as determinants of job satisfaction. The role of these
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two factors as determinants of job satisfaction has been
examined rather extensively”***?”). While some of
studies have shown job satisfaction to be related more
to various personality traits with a dispositional
sourcel?*?"8 other reports have shown job satisfaction
to be related more to situational factors***!. The
suggestion has thus been made in the literature that it is
by integrating these two perspectives that the impact of
job satisfaction on organizational behaviour can be
accurately assessed”**"!,

Relevant research data has demonstrated the
importance of job satisfaction in organizations,
especially in terms of efficiency, productivity,
employee relations, absenteeism and turnover. Workers
who perform at high levels in their jobs, have more
commitment to their organizations, have job security
and are satisfied with their income, have reported
higher levels of job satisfaction®”. In contrast to their
dissatisfied colleagues, they have displayed a relatively
lower rate of absenteeism”***! and voluntary
turnover®. They have actively participated in extra-
role organizational activities such as organizational
citizenship behaviours?***7) and less in
counterproductive organizational behaviours™***!. They
have complied with safety management policies''**"
and subsequently registered relatively lower accident
involvement rates than their dissatisfied colleagues!'**'"
1 Credence to these observations comes from recent
empirical studies by Barling et al*"! in which the
mediating role of job satisfaction on occupational
injuries was established. After controlling for job
satisfaction, their results supported a significant effect
of job quality on occupational injuries.

Despite the extensive attention given to both causal
attributions and job satisfaction in the organizational
literature, there is no evidence on the empirical
relationship between these two important organizational
variables, even though existing theoretical evidence
suggests some form of link. The current study was
designed to address this paucity. It investigates causal
attributions made for workplace accidents and how
these attributions were influenced by job satisfaction.
Specifically, it examines the link between the
attribution process on industrial accidents and job
satisfaction.

Hypotheses: Due to the exploratory nature of the study
and the absence of ample evidence that bears directly
on the relationship between causal attributions and job
satisfaction, this relation is tested but no formal
hypothesis is offered regarding its direction.

128

METHODS

Participants: The current study is part of a larger
explorative study that examined causal and
responsibility attributions for accident occurrence in
Ghana’s work environment'®. The participants were
actual victims, co-workers and supervisors who
attributed causality to accidents in which they had been
involved or witnessed. They comprised 320 Ghanaian
industrial workers from mines and factories: 121
accident victims, 117 co-workers and 82 supervisors.
Their average ages were as follows: accident victims 37
years (std = 9.71), co-workers 35 years (std = 8.22) and
supervisors 44 years (std = 6.80). All accident victims
and supervisors were men, 14% of the co-workers were
women. In terms of organizational tenure, 13% of the
respondents had been at the workplace for less than a
year, 22% for 1 - 4 years, 21% for 5 - 10 years, 25% for
11 - 14 years and 19% over 15 years.

A structured questionnaire with both close- and
open-ended questions was used to examine their causal
explanations for the accident process. The questionnaire
was presented in English and the interviews lasted
between 15-20 minutes. Respondents who were
illiterate  or semi-illiterate and had problems
understanding English were provided with the services
of an interpreter and the local dialect was used. The
educational level of the supervisors was sufficient to
enable them fill out the questionnaire on their own. To
elicit a fair recall of the accident process, industrial
workers who had been involved in or witnessed
accidents within the year or the previous year were
selected as respondents. To ensure the accident severity
dimension that is crucial in self-defensive
attributions!* "], all reported cases were classified as
serious by the Inspectorates of Factories and Mines.
Temporary injuries in which the victims were absent
from work for less than three days were thus excluded
from the data. To ensure anonymity and confidentiality,
it was emphasised that the study was for an academic
purpose and that no person affiliated with the
organizations was involved in any way.

Measures, Questionnaire scoring and reliability:

Causal attributions: The participants responded to a
standardized questionnaire with 30 questions that
employed a S5-point response format (1=Very little to
5=Very much). These items were causal explanations
generated for the accident occurrence and classified as
factors reflecting the internal factors of the accident
victims, or those of the situational and environmental
factors. In effect, all attributions for the accident
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causality were coded as being either internal or
external. Sample items on the Internal Causal Scale
were: Misconduct, failure to use the proper tools,
equipment; unsafe risky working habits; inexperience,
mistaken priorities; ignorance, lack of awareness of
hazards. Sample items on the External Causal Scale
were: Wages; time and trouble saving; work overload;
unsafe and defective equipment; and inadequate
training and supervision. The internal coherence and
reliability for the External and Internal Causal Scales
was tested with Cronbach’s alpha coefficient.
Acceptable coefficients of .89 and .79 were obtained for
the External and Internal causal factors respectively,
indicating high inter-item consistency.

Job satisfaction: Job satisfaction was measured with
Porter and Lawler’s'** one-item global measure of job
satisfaction. This scale was chosen because single-item
measures of overall job satisfaction are considered to be
more robust than scale measures'*”’. Besides, they have
been used extensively in the organizational behaviour
literature!'"™'”).  The measure has five response
categories ranging from “extremely dissatisfied” to
“extremely satisfied”, corresponding to the 5-point
response format (1=Very little to 5=Very much). The
scores were coded so that higher scores reflected higher
levels of job satisfaction (positive) and lower scores,
lower levels of job satisfaction (negative). The score of
3 on the scale indicated neutral responses.

Data analysis: Scores for the 30 questions were
computed to result in total scores for external and
internal causes for each participant. This procedure
resulted in responses to each item being placed into one
of the five categories. As a result, each individual had
item by item scores as well as the two total scores. To
assess the impact of job satisfaction, the mean scores
were computed and subjected to a one-way analysis of
variance (ANOVA). This was followed by item-by-
item analyses for all three subgroups of workers.

RESULTS

The correlations between external and internal
attributions and job satisfaction are presented in Table
1. The highest correlation was found between job
satisfaction and external attributions of supervisors. As
indicated, satisfied supervisors made more external
attributions. A negative association between internal
attributions and job satisfaction was indicated by co-
workers: satisfied co-workers used less internal
attributions to explain the accident process.

Table 1:  Correlations between external and internal attributions and
job satisfaction

Victims (n = 121) M Std 1 2 3

External Attributions 49.88  7.62

Internal Attributions 34.01 599 .19

Job Satisfaction 1.17 0.82 .03 -12

Co-workers(n =117)

External Attributions 47.03 6.57

Internal Attributions 36.87 745 -27*

Job Satisfaction 0.97 0.70 -.10 -.05

Supervisors (n = 82)

External Attributions 38.35  6.39

Internal Attributions 47.81 9.52 -.06

Job Satisfaction 1.41 0.57 32%*% 0.5
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#=p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001

Descriptive statistics on the causal analyses for the
three subgroups of workers indicate that the subordinate
workers (victims and co-workers) attributed more to
external causal factors and less to internal factors.
Dissatisfied workers employed more external causal
attributions and less of internal causal attributions for
explaining the accident process. Meanwhile, the
supervisors attributed more to internal and less to
external causal factors. According to the ANOVA
results, the impact of job satisfaction effected more
on the external causal factors than on internal factors, as
it was consistently related to external attributions for
both accident victims (F(2,78)=15.74,p<0.001) and
supervisors (F(1,62)=4.94, p<0.05). The follow-up
analyses on item-by-item basis indicated the following:

Accident victims: Seven causality factors indicated
differences of statistical significance. Of these, 6 were
external and 1 internal. Dissatisfied workers
significantly attributed to the following external causal
factors as causal factors for the accident occurrence:
low wages (F(2,118)=35.63, p<0.001), lack of right
protective gear (F(2,118)=10.52, p<0.001), work
overload (F(2,117)=1.15,p<0.05), operational
procedures (F(2, 118)=5.39, p<0.05), and curses /
spells/ witchcraft (F(2,93)=5.02,p<0.05). Accident
victims who were neither satisfied nor dissatisfied with
work conditions attributed more to defective equipment

(F(2, 112)=18.36, p<0.001). Interestingly, victims who
expressed job satisfaction made the only internal
attributions: mood, just had a bad day (F(2, 118)=6.99,
p<0.05).

Co-workers: Nine causality factors showed differences
of statistical significance. Six of these were external
and 3, internal. The attributional pattern was identical
with those of the accident victims. Dissatisfied co-
workers attributed more to external causal factors: low
wages (F(2,111)=16.09,p<0.001), time and trouble
saving (F(2,111)=6.13,p<0.05), mechanical failure
(F(2, 111)=7.43, p<0.05), operational procedures (F(2,
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111)=5.72,p<0.05),  poor  housekeeping  (F(2,
111)=3.75,p<0.05), lack of protective gear (F(2,
111)=8.76,p<0.001) and loss of concentration (F(2,
111)=3.20,p<0.05). Satisfied co-workers attributed to
internal causal factors: victims’ inexperience (F(2,
111)=3.30, p<0.05) and carelessness (F(2, 111)=3.91,
p<0.05).

Supervisors: Six causality factors showed differences
of statistical significance. Three of these were external
and the other 3, internal. As all the supervisors
expressed contentment and satisfaction with job
conditions, there were no causal attributions from
dissatisfied supervisors. Interestingly, a pattern closely
similar to their subordinate counterparts was revealed:
supervisors who were a little satisfied attributed more to
external causal factors: low wages (F(1,80)=32.63,
p<0.001), work overload (F(1,80)=10.15,p<0.05),
pressure from the management (F(1,80)=13.80,
p<0.05), and firedness / fatigue and reduces alertness
(F(1,80)=24.47,p<0.001). Meanwhile their very
satisfied counterparts attributed more to internal causal
factors: lack of adequate comprehension and ability
(F(1, 80)=3.96, p<0.05) and victims’ inexperience (F(1,
80)=7.06, p<0.05). All in all, dissatisfied employees
attributed accident causality more to workplace factors
and less to internal factors.

DISCUSSION

The study sought to explore the influence of job
satisfaction on causal attributions for industrial
accidents. Job dissatisfaction seemed to be linked to the
external causal factors responsible for the accident
occurrence. It was noted that workers (particularly,
accident victims and co-workers) who expressed higher
levels of job dissatisfaction significantly attributed
accident causality more to work environment factors
than to their personal characteristics. This high
statistical significance level of external attributions
might reflect a causal link between job dissatisfaction,
work environment factors and causal attributions. It
appears from this study that low wages (the common
denominator for all three subgroups), high demands in
terms of work overload, lack of right protective gear,
operational procedures, in conjunction with feelings of
inadequate control at work, may be contributory factors
for high the levels of job dissatisfaction and accident
involvement. Apparently, job dissatisfaction seems to
be predicated by an organizational situation that
provides low wages, work overload, poor housekeeping
and unproductive operational procedures™**".
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Plausible explanations for the current observation
could be gleaned from the organizational literature on
job satisfaction, self-esteem®*! and The Self-
Consistency Theory™. Researchers have found a
strong relationship between job satisfaction and self-
esteem. Dissatisfied workers tend to have lower self-
esteem and have displayed more negative work-related
attitudes and behaviours. For example, they have
displayed weaker sense of self-efficacy, external locus
of control and avoided personal responsibility for their
failures by externalising their causal attributions. Given
that people tend to preserve their self-views by thinking
and behaving in ways that perpetuate their self-concept
(Self-consistency Theory), the dissatisfied workers’
highly significant attributions to external causal factors
could reflect this denial, avoidance and disengagement
that people with lower self-esteem tend to display. In
contrast, satisfied workers have been empirically
identified with higher self-esteem and positive work-
related attitudes'”>*!. They are reported to be more self-
confident, efficacious, have internal locus of control
and ready to assume personal responsibility for their
failures. Hence, their greater attributions to internal
causality factors and less to external causality factors.

Compared with their subordinates, the causal
attributions of the supervisors were relatively more
internal, which might indicate some self-serving or -
defensive ambitions. The link between self-esteem
protection and defensive attributions'”” gives rise to this
possibility. Such motivational attributions are rather
common in workplace accident analyses, where causal
attributions are often distorted to minimize the
attributers' role and responsibility in the accident
process for ego-protection purposes'®”*%.  This
observation is evidenced by the way in which
supervisors  highlighted = worker  personal and
dispositional factors while discounting the impact of
organizational and environmental factors, and how
subordinate workers accentuated the impact of
environmental factors while downplaying dispositional
causal factors in the accident process.

The current observation in which work
environment factors, more than personal factors, tend to
influence job dissatisfaction is consistent with earlier
studies. It supports Adler’s®” findings in which high
job satisfaction was found to associate closely with
making internal attributions for work success and job
dissatisfaction for external stable attributions for work
failure. More importantly, it corroborates the well-
documented views of Gerhart®®, Locke™ and
Schneider and Locke®” where employees have



J. Social Sci., 2 (4): 127-134, 2006

considered workplace factors to be primarily
responsible for their job dissatisfaction. Additionally, it
provides further validity for Hackman and
Oldham’sP**! models of job design and to Bogg and
Cooper's'®  meta-analytical examination in which
organizational climate was found to have a dominating
impact on levels of job dissatisfaction.

The current findings reinforce the observation that
the degree of an employee's job satisfaction derives
more from meaningful organizational values, norms,
beliefs, practices and procedures operational at the
workplace. They are particularly revealing and
supportive of recent findings that have demonstrated a
clear link between job satisfaction and organizational
climate!"*Y. In his recent explorative study between
job satisfaction and organizational safety climate,
Gyekye!"” observed that dissatisfied workers, in
contrast to their satisfied counterparts, expressed
negative perceptions regarding organizational safety
climate (a subset of organizational climate), were less
compliant with safety management policies and had a
relatively higher accident involvement rate.

Implications of the Findings for Safety Management
Policies: The current findings have implications for
safety management policies. Interventions to reduce
workplace accidents should take into consideration
employees’ job expectations and endeavour to increase
their satisfaction with work. As job satisfaction has
both  affective and  cognitive  components'®,
intervention programmes designed to increase
employee job satisfaction should be focused at both
dispositional and situational factors, but with more
emphasis on rectifying the hazards and inconveniences
in the work environment. Management could
proactively and visibly demonstrate commitment and
concern by providing support to workers beyond what
is formally stated in the contractual agreement® %
instituting job enrichment programmes,*'*?
skills acquisition, and job enrichment programmes"".
Additionally, they could provide incentives and
bonuses to boost workers’ income. This will increase
workers’ perception on managements’ concern for their
well-being 6%,

Limitations: The research is limited in two ways: first
is the reliance on self-reported instruments. The
possibility thus exists for the findings to be distorted by
participants' desire to respond in a consistent manner.
However, recent meta-analytic research by Crampton
and Wagner'® indicates that while this problem
continues to be cited regularly, the magnitude of
distortions may be overestimated. Self-reported

131

measures have been effectively used in accident and
safety analyses'®'”¢". Besides, while epidemiologic
reports have been found to be faulty, biased and
deficient because of poor documentation’®"] self-
reported accident rates have been found to be closely
related to documented accident rates'’”. The second
limitation relates to the sample. Due to the high
percentage of men in hazardous occupations, the
current sample is predominantly male. This might limit
the extension of the findings to women. However, this
threat is minimal as men and women have been noted to
display the same pattern of causal explanations and
attributions!”®!. Despite these limitations, the current
research provides additional insight into the important
role that workplace factors have on job satisfaction,
accident occurrence and safety management policies. It
adds to the literature on the importance of job
satisfaction in predicting occupational safety.
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