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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
It is the purpose of this thesis to investigate the issues which contribute
to young children accessing and using cigarette lighters and lighting what
may be, potentially catastrophic fires resulting in property loss, serious
injury and even death. This nexus between children and fire lighting has
become one of the leading causes of death and serious injury to children
under the age of five years (Baker, 1992: 887). Authors such as Wooden
and Berkey (1984) believe that the problem is so great that they have
described it as, America’s Middle Class Nightmare.
Whilst regulatory authorities in the United States, Australia and other
western countries have introduced initiatives to try and curb the ability of
young children to operate cigarette lighters, in the form of child-resistance
regulation, this thesis will question whether these moves have been
sufficient to allay this so-called nightmare and posit further responses
which governments, society and individuals can make.
The full extent of the problem of young children and cigarette lighters
was initially uncovered after an epidemiological study was conducted by the
Consumer Product Safety Commission (CPSC) in the United States between
May 1986 and February 1987 (Harwood, 1988: 38). This study was
prompted by a petition to the United States Government from a nurse, Diane
Denton, working in a children’s hospital in Louisville, Kentucky. So
concerned was nurse Denton with the numbers of children being injured or
killed as a result of their play with cigarette lighters that she requested that
the US government produce a standard that would make these devices less
easily operable by small children (Harwood, 1988: 38).
The figures produced by the petition and the subsequent investigation
by the CPSC highlight the level of Denton’s concern. In the same year of
the petition (1985) United States fire services attended 11,000 fires which
were started by cigarette lighters. Of these, 7,800 fires were directly
attributable to child play (Thomas, 1988: 24). Those fires caused by
children accounted for 180 deaths, 860 injuries and $(US) 60.5 million in
damage (Thomas, 1988: 24). As if to underline the dangers to the very
young there were several fires reported which had been started by children
under the age of two years with the median age for children starting fires
with cigarette lighters being 4.2 years (Harwood, 1988: 40).
Of the cigarette lighters being used by these children the vast majority
(96%) were disposable (Harwood, 1988: 41). The CPSC estimated that
approximately 500 million of these lighters were sold in the United States
each year (CPSC, 1993: 1).
The United States government was eventually moved to put in place a
regulatory regime in line with Diane Denton’s petition to make these
disposable lighters less easily operable. On 12 July, 1994, the Chairman of

the CPSC announced a complete ban on the sale of those disposable
cigarette lighters which did not meet the mandatory requirements for child
resistance (CPSC, 1994). Later the CPSC chairman, in a statement to the
US Congress, projected that this regulation would prevent up to100 deaths
per year, several hundred injuries and millions of dollars in property
damage (Brown, 1997: 26).
In Australia concern about the prevalence of cigarette lighter related
fatalities and injuries was also mounting. A report by the National Injury
Surveillance Unit showed that 42 children under the age of five had been
admitted to Australian hospitals with serious burns as a result of fires
started by cigarette lighters (Kriesfeld, 1994: 3). Between 1994 and 1997
the deaths of nine children were directly attributed to disposable cigarette
lighters (Ellison, 1997). Research also found that of those children who
were being killed as a result of Australian house fires 75-80% were under
the age of five (Juan, 1995: 29).
Pressure to introduce the same standards as the United States for child
resistant cigarette lighters has been applied by those who were forced to
deal with the tragic aftermath of these events. Australian fire services and
State Coroners became increasingly vocal throughout the 1990s in an effort
to introduce a regulatory regime (Bahr, 1997: 6, Bucholtz, 1996: 1, Hoban
1996). In New South Wales two notable coronial findings, including one
fire which resulted in the deaths of 5 people (Hoban, 1996), eventually lead
that State’s Minister for Fair Trading, Mrs Faye Lo Po, to approach the
National Ministerial Council on Consumer Affairs requesting action
(Hoban, 1996).
Mandatory child resistance for disposable cigarette lighters became law
in Australia on 1 October, 1997. Interestingly the regulations introduced by
the Federal Government were an exact replica of those introduced several
years earlier in the United States (Commonwealth of Australia, Statutory
Rules 1997, No.1).
Introducing the new regulations the Federal Minister for Customs and
Consumer Affairs, Hon, Christopher Ellison announced:
‘The ban…has been taken to ensure the safety and welfare of
Australian Children. …The priority here is to eliminate the
cause of some horrific injuries and death.’
(Ellison, 1997)
The New Zealand government has also come under pressure to
introduce the same regulations following the loss of ten lives as a result of
fires caused by cigarette lighters between July 1993 and December 1997
(Gillon, 1998: 1).
Even before the advent of this new child resistant environment there
were those who warned that the regulations themselves should not be seen
as the sole answer to this problem, nor should parents believe that they
could relax their guard:

‘….like most child-resistant products there will be those whose
persistence and patience will eventually overcome even the most
ingenious safety features.’
(Bahr, 1997: 7)
Tragically, since the introduction of these regulations in both Australia
and the United States evidence of a reduction in the number of young
children using disposable cigarette lighters to start fires has been less than
encouraging.
Observations of fire setting behaviour conducted by the Juvenile
Firesetter Program of the Portland (Washington, USA) Fire Bureau has
concluded that; ‘the advent of child-resistant lighters has had little impact
on this [child firesetters] group.’ (Porth, 1999c). Research conducted by the
National Safe Kids Campaign in the United States shows that the number of
child play fires has fallen by only 14 per cent since the advent of the
regulations (National Safe Kids Campaign, 1998: 2).
Australian
newspapers continue to feature articles which open with lines such as; ‘A
two-year-old boy playing with a ”child-proof” lighter caused a fire which
gutted a …..unit yesterday.’ (Merriman, 1998: 24).
The advent of child resistant regulation, whilst an important
acknowledgment of the scope of the problem, is clearly not the total answer
to the issue of young children and cigarette lighters. What then are the
other factors which may contribute to this potentially lethal problem and
provide the imprimatur for further initiatives aimed at its amelioration?
As stated at the outset this thesis will identify and explore these factors
and provide some conclusions as to what might be further done by those
within the legislative and fire prevention communities in order to enhance
the effectiveness of the child resistance regulations. The one factor which is
constant throughout the thesis is the parent. Not only is the parent the most
significant contributor to the development of the child but just as
importantly this thesis will demonstrate that the parent is the front line in
child fire safety and prevention, requiring appropriate resources and
education.
The next chapter discusses those issues which have been identified or
suggested as contributing to the use of cigarette lighters by young children arriving at a focus and hypothesis (in the form of research questions) which will form the basis of the ensuing research and analysis. This focus
is centred upon the role of the parent as a carer, model and supervisor for
their children and the part that the parent plays in the development of fire
setting behaviours.
The research itself, will commence with a review of the relevant
literature which has been collected from a variety of sources and covers a
broad range of the issues which impact upon child behaviour, development
and subsequent interest in fire. This review will also discuss the limitations

which have been identified within the regulations covering child resistant
cigarette lighters.
The primary research conducted as part of this thesis uses data
collected from a case study of a group of child fire setters in South
Australia. This will be augmented by the views, opinions and insights of
those whose vocation it is to deal with child fire setters on a daily basis and
which has been obtained from a series of open formatted interviews. These
two sets of data combined provide a measure of the extent, prevalence and
incidence of the earlier identified issues. The conclusion to this thesis
provides the basis upon which more in-depth and detailed analysis of the
identified issues can take place in the future and serve as a guide to those
wanting to further the cause of child fire safety.

CHAPTER 2
THE PARENT, THE CIGARETTE LIGHTER, THE CHILD
This chapter continues the discussion, commenced within the
Introduction, concerning young children and cigarette lighters, by focussing on
the specific issues which are addressed throughout the following research. In
particular this chapter develops a theme around the importance of the parent
and the role that they may play in their child’s fire play behaviour. This focus
provides the rationale for the research questions pursued within this thesis and
which are set out within the conclusion of this chapter.
As mentioned previously, there continue to be reports of young
children lighting fires with cigarette lighters,viz:
‘Nearly overcome by smoke, a young woman grabbed her two
young children and fled from a blazing house at Salisbury North
yesterday. Moments later flames engulfed the house causing
damage estimated at $60,000. Fire officers believe the two
children were playing with a cigarette lighter in a bedroom and
lit a fire in a rubbish bin filled with paper’
(The Advertiser, 10/7/99)
The above article neatly encapsulates many of the issues relevant to this
thesis. Firstly, the children were young (five and three years of age).
Secondly, they used a cigarette lighter as the ignition source. Thirdly, the fire
was set in the home (thankfully, unlike many other like fires the injuries
suffered were only minor). Finally, and most significant of all in the context of
this discussion, although a parent was home at the time she was not able to
intervene early enough to prevent the fire from occurring.
The fires which result from young children playing with cigarette
lighters (as is the case with the above example) are usually considered to be
accidental in so much as that children under the age of seven are considered

too young to understand the implications of their actions (National Fire Data
Center, Undated: 23). Wooden and Berkey (1984: 45) also suggest that the
fires which result from the curious child (a term which will be explored in
greater detail in the forthcoming chapter) tend to be an accidental result of the
fire play.
Kathleen Berger (1994: 220) suggests that the risk of accidents for
children in general could be much lower than it is if parents understood the
importance of their role in accident prevention. Indeed, figures emerging from
the USA show that the rate of accidental death amongst children is falling. In
the past six decades, the rate of death from unintentional injury in the USA has
dropped by 65 per cent (Baker, 1992: 887). This figure does not translate to
deaths from accidental house fires, however, where there has been no
appreciable change in the rate from 1930 to 1988 (Baker, 1992: 887).
Among the list of factors contributing to child accident risk one of the
most crucial is, ‘caregiver forethought and supervision’ (Berger, 1994: 220).
Australia’s Parents makes the claim that 76 per cent of all fires started by
children are the result of oversight by parents (1998: 30). If this is indeed the
case then it is by no means a small number. In New South Wales alone it is
estimated that 47,000 fires were lit by children between 1987 and 1994
(Nicolopoulos, 1996: 3). These sorts of statistics highlight the role that a lack
of parental forethought and supervision may play in establishing an
environment conducive to fireplay.
A number of authors have acknowledged that parents have a pivotal
role in motivating their children towards experimentation with fire. Adler &
Nunn (1993: 17) have expressed the view that parents need to be reminded of
the importance of responsible fire behaviour because, ‘young children often
copy their parents’. Porth (1999a: 1) warns parents that, ‘it is the
responsibility of those caring for children to keep them safe and set a proper
example of safe fire use’ and he adds that when children see their parents using
matches or cigarette lighters they should see the parent treating it with, ‘respect
and caution’. Kolko and Kadzin (1994: 120) see that the lack of parental
interest in their child’s behaviour and, ‘the absence of corrective consequences
or disciplinary actions may increase the potential for continued firesetting and
the likelihood of damage or injuries’.
Porth (1999b: 2), in a plea to parents, suggests that they should view
cigarette lighters as a dangerous article;
‘The use of matches and lighters should be similar to the use
of other household tools. …Can we reasonably expect our
children to treat matches and lighters as a dangerous tool
if we, as adults, do not treat them that way ourselves.’
Porth also suggests that the problem of child access to cigarette lighters is easy
to solve and , ‘under the complete control of the parent’ (Porth 1999b: 1).
One reason which has been posited for the apparent failure of the childresistant cigarette lighter regulation to affect the numbers of fires being set by

children, also relates to the role of the parent. Bahr (1998) has suggested that
parents have confused the notion of child-resistant with child-proof and as
such, have been lulled into a so-called false sense of security. This child proof
myth finds itself re-iterated within the popular media. This false sense of
security may be partly responsible for the ready availability of cigarette
lighters that Kolko & Kadzin (1994: 120) see is a major environmental risk
factor leading to children experimenting and playing with cigarette lighters:
‘The availability of matches or lighters may influence understimulated or curious children to exhibit an interest in fire’.
Certainly the notion that cigarette lighters must be placed in a secure
location well out of the reach of children is a recurrent theme within the home
fire safety information produced by many safety authorities around the world
(CPSC, 1999, FEMA, 1998b: 52 & Parenting SA, 1996). This is particularly
important for children under seven years of age. Research into children within
this age group has shown that the primary motivator for fire play and cigarette
lighter experimentation is curiosity (Swain, 1998: 12).
Even though information regarding home fire safety has been produced
it is quite apparent that parents are not receiving the level of education that
they require in order to be properly informed of the dangers and the correct
procedures to be adopted. Kafry (1980: 50) found that there were many
deficiencies in the fire knowledge of parents and that many parents ignored the
fire interest of their children. This finding is corroborated by the research
conducted by the CPSC which lead to the introduction of child resistant
regulations. This research concludes that, ‘the parents of these children [fire
setters] did not realise or appreciate the danger’ (Harwood, 1988: 44).
If the parent is to fulfil the role of primary carer effectively and ensure
the safest possible environment for their children, then, as Kafry (1980: 51)
points out, fire skills and education programs must be available to them. Even
the CPSC research which recommended the introduction of child resistant
cigarette lighters also suggests that, ‘efforts to better inform parents of the
hazard might reduce the number of fires, deaths and injuries that occur’
(Harwood, 1988: 44).
Whilst there are other acknowledged factors which impact on a young
child’s desire to play with cigarette lighters and experiment with fire (which
are discussed in the up-coming literature review) it is apparent, from the above
discussion, that the parent has a major role to play. This role has two key
aspects. The first is the parent as a role model and motivator for their children
to imitate and copy. Secondly, the parent through forethought and supervision
fulfils a duty in preventing access to cigarette lighters and educating their
children in the dangers of fire play. Clearly both of these factors will be
affected by misconceptions or confusion, such as the false sense of security
alluded to earlier.
This thesis will focus then, on this dual role of the parent as a factor in
the fire play and firesetting behaviours of young children.

Research Questions
The above discussion provides the basis for the two questions
addressed within this thesis:
•
•

How are children accessing cigarette lighters as a means of fire
setting?
What is the significance of the parent in the fire setting behaviour?

The first question directly addresses the issue of forethought and
supervision of parents, - forethought in so much as, is any consideration being
given to how cigarette lighters are stored and where they are left. As Kolko
and Kadzin (1994: 120) suggest the ease of availability of these devices may
itself be a motivator for fire play and experimentation. Other issues which
arise within this first question concern why parents might leave cigarette
lighters in easily accessible areas. Is there any currency, for instance, in the
notion that there is a false sense of security?
The second question addresses the parent not only as a role model for
their children to be copied and imitated but also as an educator. Arising from
this is the issue of whether parents are themselves receiving the necessary
information, education and training to enable them to provide a safe
environment for their children.
The aim of this thesis then is to examine the relationship which exists
between the behaviour of parents and the subsequent fire play exhibited by
their young children. In the context of this thesis, the particular age group of
children to be studied will be those seven years of age and younger.
Additionally, this thesis will:
•
•
•

Investigate parental practices in regards to cigarette lighter access,
storage and confinement prior to fire incidents .
Assess the level of awareness of the parents of child firesetters to
the dangers of cigarette lighters
Assess the need for an education/information campaign to inform
parents of fire safety issues.

Limitations of This Thesis
The (following) literature review highlights the fact that the problem of
young children accessing and using cigarette lighters to set fires incorporates a
range of complex issues beyond that of the role of the parent which is the focus
of this thesis. This research should therefore not be considered as providing
the sole solutions to ameliorating this problem. Like the introduction of child
resistant cigarette lighters, the acknowledgement of the part played by the
parent and the introduction of any initiatives to address the identified parental

issues should be viewed as only one of a range of steps which will need to be
taken in order to fully minimise the potential dangers.
The methodology employed in this thesis itself does not provide the full
answer to the issues raised within the research questions. But, it does identify
those relevant issues in relation to parental practice and awareness which could
form the basis for future in-depth research.
CHAPTER 3.
LITERATURE REVIEW
The following review of literature relevant to the research questions
explored within this thesis has been gathered from a variety of sources. As
well as the traditional avenues, such as published books and journals, more
modern sources have also been utilised. Primary among these is the internet
and world wide web. The advent of these vast resources allows for access to a
range of literature which may have otherwise been unpublished or otherwise
inaccessible. Documents such as press releases, governmental statements and
educational material, have been amassed from around the world and, due to
their real-time publication, provide up-to-date perspective on many of the
issues raised.
It is acknowledged, however, that these modern information sources do
not necessarily publish material with the same level of editorial or peer review
which may accompany information printed within refereed journals or standard
text. In view of this much care has been taken, when using literature sourced
through the internet, to ensure only authoritative and reliable information has
been used, or, where there has been any doubt as to the veracity of information
obtained, corroboration has been sought from other sources.
Due to the limitations of this thesis this literature review should not be
viewed as exhaustive. As will be seen a series of themes have been developed
around which the relevant literature has been grouped. Central to these themes
is the theoretical basis upon which, it is suggested, all children learn values and
behaviours. It is this theoretical discussion which forms the starting point for
the literature review. The conclusion to this chapter will bring together the
common threads of these themes as they relate to the stated research questions.
The Development of the Child
How is it that a very young child, with little experience of the world,
can possess the necessary knowledge and desire to want to play with a
cigarette lighter? And, from where does a young child obtain the awareness of
the motor skills required to actually physically operate such a small mechanical
device? This part of the literature review will explore the theories related to
the acquisition of knowledge and skills through observational learning or
modelling and the development of a child’s sense of right and wrong.
In the previous chapter mention was made of the capacity and ability
of children to copy their parents (Adler & Nunn, 1993: 17) and that parents

should remember to treat cigarette lighters with respect when children are
watching (Porth, 1999a: 1). What these authors are alluding to is the basis
upon which most human behaviour is learned – modelling (Bandura: 1986:
47). Albert Bandura suggests that modelling has been, ‘acknowledged to be
one of the most powerful means of transmitting values, attitudes, and patterns
of thought and behaviour’(1986: 47). In defining modelling or observational
learning Bandura (1986: 49) states:
‘Observers can acquire cognitive skills and new patterns of
behaviour by observing the performance of others. The
learning may take varied forms, including new behaviour
patterns, judgemental standards, cognitive competencies
and generative rules for creating behaviours.’
The importance of modelling in the development of children is
highlighted by Perry and Bussey (1984: 116) who suggest that a child’s
personality, competency and behaviour are all dramatically shaped by their
observations of influential social models.
Elkind & Weiner (1978: 104) suggest that Jean Piaget has been one of
the most significant and influential authors in this field of child psychology
and education. In commenting on Piaget’s theories of child devlopment Perry
& Bussey have suggested that children go through a staged developmental
process which begins at about 4 months of age where the child begins to mimic
adult behaviour and culminates at around 16 to 18 months when the child
begins to imitate, ‘increasingly complex sequences of actions patterns
displayed by parents and so on’ (Perry & Bussey, 1984: 117).
Lawrence Kohlberg has further amplified and differentiated Piaget’s
theory (Elkind & Weiner, 1978: 400) into the a theory of self-socialisation. He
believes (as cited in Perry & Bussey) that children imitate in order to feel
competent:
‘Young children (2 to 5 years) equate competence with superficial qualities of models – especially their size, strength and
ownership of material goods. Thus young children are particularly likely to imitate their parents whom they revere as
godlike, superior and virtuous.’
(Perry & Bussey, 1984: 118)
However, children do not automatically imitate every action of their
parents or other model. Cloniger (1996) in also citing Kohlberg has suggested
that the development of behaviours in young children will also be influenced
by their sense of moral judgment (Cloniger, 1996: 364). In deciding between
what is a right (good) action and what is a bad (wrong) action children will
consider whether the action is likely to bring punishment or negative outcomes
(Cloniger, 1996: 365).

In The Devloping Child, Bee points out that the idea that the
inevitability of punishment will influence a child’s action is also found within
the work of Piaget (Bee, 1981: 405). In citing Piaget, she posits that children
will eventually develop a sense of autonomous reality where social rules will
be seen as more changeable and arbitrary, however, prior to that stage the
child’s moral judgement will be more absolute with the rightness of an action
largely based on perceived consequences. Of particular significance, within
the context of the discussion to follow, Piaget suggests that dividing line
between these two stages is around age seven (Bee, 1981: 405).
Perry & Bussey’s discussion of the work of Albert Bandura claims that
there are three ways by which children can learn what outcomes may be likely
for their actions (Perry & Bussey, 1984: 123). The first is via verbal
instruction. Parents may warn their children about the consequences which
may result from a particular action. Secondly, children can learn to expect a
particular outcome from the reward or punishment they receive intrinsically
from the action itself. For instance, a child may be consistently rewarded and
receive some pleasure from a particular action and expect that reward to be
applied each time. Finally, and (Bandura argues) most powerfully, children
learn to anticipate the consequences of certain actions by observing the
outcomes that others (including their parents) receive for their actions. As an
example (and in the context of this thesis) they may notice that their parents
derive some pleasure from smoking (Perry & Busey, 1984: 123).
Armed with the stimulus provided by observing the behaviour of
models and with the expectation of a particular outcome, Kohlberg argues that,
by two years of age children begin to insist on the right to imitate actions that
they have seen their parents perform (Perry & Bussey, 1984: 118). Cloniger
also points out that Erik Erikson has suggested that at this age:
‘the pre-school child attains a sense of autonomy, the confidence
that he or she can be separate and act independently, and a sense
of initiative, which permits making choices and decisions.’
(Cloniger: 1996: 369)
In summary then, several world renowned child researchers agree that
one of the most important influences on the moral development of the child
will be the actions of the significant models in that child’s life. Foremost
among these models, especially for the very young, will be the parent. Not
only do the actions of the model serve as a pattern for imitation but the model’s
possession of physical objects also raises a desire within the child to also
possess those objects in order to gain a perception of competency. The
consequences of the model’s actions also serve as a guide to the child as to the
morality, or rightness or wrongness, of a particular action, with positive
consequences more likely to stimulate a child to not only directly imitate but to
also act with some initiative.

The forthcoming literature, dealing specifically with the motivation
behind child fireplay and firesetting behaviours, demonstrates quite
conclusively the practical application of this theoretical viewpoint.
Why Children Light Fires
In The Psychology of Child Firesetting, Gaynor and Hatcher (1987)
(citing research by Fineman ) directly attribute the previous theories of child
development with child fireplay behaviour:
‘Those environmental contingencies which encourage a child
to play with fire are modeling, imitation and inconsistent
negative reinforcement.’
(Gaynor & Hatcher, 1987: 48)
These same theories are to be found re-iterated in research by Porth and
Hughes (2000), who (citing Brian Whitney) argue that the dynamics which
have been identified as contributing to anti-social behaviours in youth are also
applicable to child fireplay. The most significant of these dynamics are:
•
•
•
•

‘Access (to weapons)
Lack of (appropriate supervision)
Few consequences for their actions
Limited adult guidance (role modelling)’
(Porth & Hughes, 2000: 2)

Gaynor & Hatcher, again citing Fineman, also suggest that there are
two types of juvenile firesetters. The first, is the curiosity firesetter, ‘a young
normal child setting fire primarily for reasons of curiosity and environmental
exploration’. The second, is the pathological or recurrent firesetter,
‘motivated by strong emotional distress such as anger or revenge, overriding
stress such as death in the family or divorce, and the reinforcing negative
attention firesetting will bring from parents, peers and the community’ (Gaynor
& Hatcher, 1987: 48). This idea is supported by Kolko and Kadzin (1991)
who have placed juvenile fire setters in the categories of Curiosity or Anger
with several sub-categories based upon the levels of each of these factors
which may be present (Kolko and Kadzin, 1991: 535).
The curiosity firesetter is of particular interest within the context of this
study as there is a large body of research to show that this is the primary
motivator for young children (seven years and younger). Paul Swain in a study
of Victorian children found that curiosity or fascination with fire was the
motivating factor behind 73% of the fires lit by children under the age of 8
years, whereas, it is of interest that this figure decreased for older age groups
(Swain, 1998: 12). Kolko & Kadzin (1994) also found that the predominant
primary motivators for child fire lighters in a study of 95 children were benign
factors such as, no reason, curiosity, fun-playing with only 11.7% of children
motivated by anger or manipulation (1994: 117).

Wooden & Berkey’s study of child fire setters concluded that there are
behavioural characteristics which, ‘distinguish the younger children (4-8) from
pre-teenagers(9-12) and from teenagers (13-17) (1984: 22). In commenting on
the first group they found that:
‘…the most common types of fires set by the very young children,
[are] the ‘playing with matches’ fires. Curious and fascinated by
the spark and the ignition of a match, these children are not
bent on destruction when they play with fire’.
(Wooden & Berkey, 1984: 45)
The age distinctions made by these various authors are of interest
within the context of the earlier (theoretical) discussion. Piaget, suggested that
at around age seven children begin to act with what he called autonomous
reality. It may well be that this autonomous reality manifests itself within the
child as an awareness that their curiosity towards fireplay is a wrong behaviour
without the need for external reinforcement of the consequences. This, of
course does not fully explain why some of these young children engage in
fireplay whilst others do not.
Gaynor, McLaughlin and Hatcher (1983) suggest that fire interest in
children is universal and that most children are fascinated with fire as early as
age three. They also suggest that, ‘about 50 per cent of the children who are
interested in fire actually participate in some sort of fireplay’ (1983: 1.1). The
reasons that not all children involve themselves in these behaviours highlights
the limitations of this thesis (which were referred to in the conclusion of the
second chapter).
Fineman (as cited in Gaynor and Hatcher) suggests that as well as the
environmental contingencies (discussed previously) there are also personality
variables which contribute to the advent of fireplay (Gaynor & Hatcher, 1987:
48).
One of the most often cited pieces of research into these personality
variables is that conducted by Dista Kafry (1980). In a study of ninety-nine
young boys she found that those children who engaged in fire play had,
‘surprisingly consistent’, personalities. She describes this personality as
‘rascality’. She found that this was typified by a child who was more,
‘mischievous, energetic, adventurous, exhibitionist, aggressive and impulsive
than his peers’ (Kafry, 1980: 52).
These traits have also been used to describe the behaviours of children
diagnosed with Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) or Attention Deficit
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) (Hoad and Geers, 1997: 2 & Kauffman, 1985:
173) and it is not surprising to find that around 21% of children referred to
juvenile fire counselling in Victoria have been diagnosed with these disorders
(JFAIP, 1999: 7), although this figure is much higher (39.2%) for referrals in
South Australia (Templer & Crossman, 1998: 2).
Kafry’s use of an all male sample also reflects one of the other
variables – gender. Literature reviewed during this study making specific

comment in regards to gender suggests that males predominate within fireplay
statistics. Research by Porth (1998) of children referred to juvenile fire
counselling, shows that over a period between 1990 and 1998 between 81.6%
and 90.9% of referrals were male (Porth, 1998: 13). These figures are repeated
in studies of similar programs in South Australia and Victoria (Templer&
Grossman, 1998: 2, JFAIP, 1999: 3).
The predominance of males within referral statistics possibly
corroborates the research by Kafry, in that those characteristics identified by
her are those which tend to be identified with boys. In particular it has been
identified that the prevalence of ADD and ADHD is 6 to 9 times greater in
males than in females (Gearhart & Gearhart, 1989: 30).
Even though these personality and gender traits do not form a part of
the focus for this thesis it is interesting to note that Kafry concludes her
research by suggesting that in order for these rascals to become appropriately
controlled the parents need to, ‘invest time and trouble’ and that parents have
to, ‘accept the task…to provide their children with skill, training and
development’ (Kafry, 1980: 56).
Within this group of literature the theory of the development of child
morality has been directly related to the environmental contingencies which
play a role in the development of fireplay behaviours. It has also been
demonstrated that the vast majority of young children (those seven years and
under) are primarily motivated by a sense of curiosity. Whilst this curiosity is
not necessarily benign, in so much as there are personality and gender factors
which are also involved, it is separate from the pathological and psychological
dysfunctions which are manifest by the motivators of anger and revenge and
which may be symptomatic of problems beyond the influence and control of
parents. In contrast this curiosity is developed through environmental factors
which are heavily influenced by the parent and personality traits which are
within the domain of parental control and supervision.
Having established why some young children (may wish to) engage in
fireplay the next group of literature will review the how and where.
How Children Light Fires
All of the literature reviewed during this study agrees with the general
notion that matches and cigarette lighters are the predominant sources of
ignition for the fires started by children. There is however, some dispute
within the literature as to the exact extent of cigarette lighter usage.
In an analysis of referrals to the juvenile fire counselling program
operated by the Portland Fire and Rescue Service in the United States, Porth
has found that cigarette lighters accounted for between 95 out of 180 incidents
in 1992-93 (52.7%) and 89 out of 199 incidents in 1996-97 (44.7%) with the
intervening years providing figures within this range (Porth, 1998: 35). A
study of a similar group by Kolko & Kadzin, (1994) however, placed the use of
cigarette lighters at only 20% compared to 69.5% for matches (1994: 117).
This latter data is supported by the (US) Federal Emergency Management
Agency (FEMA) who in a study of child fires occurring in 1993 found that

22% of children used cigarette lighters compared to 58% who used matches
(National Fire Data Center, 1993: 22).
Statistics from the South Australian Metropolitan Fire Service,
however, suggest that around 45% of children referred to juvenile counselling
in that State had used a cigarette lighter as their ignition source (Templer &
Grossman, 1998: 3).
The reasons for such variation within the statistics may well be related
to the particular age groups which predominate within each of the studies.
Research by Porth and Hughes (2000) demonstrates that there are wide
variations between age groups as to the preferred ignition source. By way of
example their study found that of children in the age group of 1-5 years, 64.6%
used cigarette lighters (20.8% used matches) whereas, in the 9-11 year group
only 35.3% used cigarette lighters (54% used matches) (Porth and Hughes,
2000: 9). One reason which has been suggested for this age variation is that
younger children find it easier to handle and use a cigarette lighter than a
match (Foerger, 1999: 1).
In contrast to the level of their use, cigarette lighters do predominate
within the studies into child fireplay injuries and deaths. FEMA (National Fire
Data Center, 1993: 22) found that, ‘over half (52%) of all children playing fires
that resulted in an injury to a child was started with a lighter. In comparison,
fires started with a match accounted for 32 per cent’. Hall (1995: 6) also
argues that cigarette lighters are playing, ‘an increasingly dominant role in fire
deaths and injuries in child-playing fires’. The study which eventually lead to
the introduction of child resistant lighters also concluded that, ’the risk of
death or injury per fire was higher for cigarette lighters than for matches’
(Harwood, 1988: 39).
Kafry (1980: 50) provides a possible explanation for this higher risk
with her observation that competence with fire increases with age. Therefore
older children (who use lighters less frequently than their younger
counterparts) may well have a better understanding of the potential dangers of
fireplay and an awareness of how to react appropriately to a fire, whereas a
younger child (who predominantly uses a lighter as the ignition source of
choice) may lack both of these competencies and place themselves at far
greater risk of both a fire occurring and adverse effects from any subsequent
fire.
It is of particular interest to note that whilst the studies conducted by
FEMA and Harwood were undertaken prior to the introduction of child
resistant lighters (in the US) the comments by Hall were made more than
twelve months after their commencement.
So whilst cigarette lighters are represented (at best) in less than 50% of
the statistics for child fireplay and firesetting, this figure is much higher for
younger children (the focus of this study) and represents by far the preferred
ignition source. Alarmingly, this preferred ignition source also carries with it a
much higher danger, in so much as the likelihood of injury or death, for the
child concerned, is far greater from a fire ignited by a cigarette lighter than a
match.

The issue of parental forethought and supervision has been raised by
Porth & Hughes (2000: 7) in commenting on the availability and ease of access
to cigarette lighters by young children. Studies by Kolko and Kadzin (1994)
and Porth (1998) found that around 77% and 68% (respectively)of the
children involved in their studies simply found their ignition source around the
home, whereas, around, 22% actually sought it out (Kolko & Kadzin, 1994:
117, Porth, 1998: 38). As stated previously, Kolko and Kadzin have suggested
that the availability of matches or lighters may influence curious children to
exhibit an interest in fire (1994: 120).
There has also been the suggestion that the time of the day when fires
are being lit highlights the importance of parental supervision. Porth and
Hughes (2000) found that the median age for fires lit between 6:00 am and
10:00 am is 7.5 years whereas the median age for all other times is between 9.5
years and 12 years (Porth & Hughes, 2000: 8). One possible explanation for
this is that this early morning period is often a time when children, who have
awoken early, have a free reign prior to parents awaking.
There is evidence amongst the literature which supports the idea
espoused in the earlier part of this chapter that children do show a level of
autonomy and initiative when using these devices. The research by Harwood
found that the young children studied, used a two handed grip in order to
activate cigarette lighters. This is in contrast to the single handed grip which
tends to be used by adults (Harwood, 1988: 42). This perhaps demonstrates
that learning through modelling goes beyond simple imitation.
This factor may also be demonstrated through the research which has
been conducted into the types of material which young children are igniting as
part of their fireplay. It has been found that the majority of fires started by
young children are ignited within a bedroom or sleeping area with bedding
items being the material first ignited (FEMA, 1993: 7, Porth, 1998: 32 & Porth
& Hughes, 2000: 8). Again, this would be in contrast to the areas where young
children would be most likely to observe adult use of cigarette lighters (living
areas, family rooms etc.) and the types of materials that they would be igniting
(cigarettes, hotplates etc.).
The research which has been conducted then, into actual child fireplay
behaviour does support the theoretical standpoint that there is a level of
autonomy and initiative in this behaviour. There is also support (through the
statistics cited on access to cigarette lighters, eg Kolko & Kadzin, 1994 &
Porth, 1998) for the notion that the lack of parental forethought and
supervision may be a contributing environmental factor leading to a child
playing with fire.
The Parent
Whilst the issue of the parent as a role model has been discussed in
some detail previously within this chapter, there has been further work done to
identify specific behaviours which may promote a child’s fireplay.
One of the obvious parental behaviours, where cigarette lighters will
predominate, is that of smoking. The study by Porth and Hughes (2000) in the
Unites States, found some evidence of a link between parental smoking and

child fire play. Their study found that just over half (53.9%) of fire setting
children had parents who smoked. However, this level was significantly
higher for the younger age groups. For those children between ages 1 and 5,
69.8% lived with a smoker and this level declined as the age increased. To
place these figures in some context, it has been suggested that only 25% of
American households have a smoker (Porth & Hughes, 2000: 6).
Similar figures have also been found in Australian studies. A study of
referrals to juvenile fire counselling in South Australia during 1997 – 1998
found that 61.9% of the referred children had a smoker in the family (Templer
& Grossman, 1998: 2). A similar study of referrals in Victoria found that 59%
of those children referred to counselling had a smoker in the family (JFAIP,
1999: 3). Whilst statistics in relation to the numbers of households with
smokers is not available for Australia, the results of the National Drug Strategy
Household Survey (1998) do show that around 22% of adult Australians are
regular smokers (Higgins, Cooper-Stanbury & Williams, 1998: 7). On an
international basis Australia ranks below the United States in relation to per
capita cigarette consumption (Higgins et al, 1998: 9).
Whilst none of these studies posit any direct link between parental
smoking and child fire behaviour, the increased prevalence of smoking within
the homes of child firesetters clearly suggests that such a link exists.
Regardless of the actual smoking behaviour itself, there is clearly a link
between the reasons that parents need or require a lighter and the subsequent
issues of role modelling (as witnessed by children) and that of access to the
lighters themselves.
There have also been those authors who have developed the themes of
socio-economic and marital status as potential risk factors for child fireplay. In
discussing the environmental characteristics which may lead to child fire play
Nicolopoulos (1996) has included both; single parent home (usually with no
father figure or a constant change of adult male) and, lower socio-economic
profile as risk factors (Nicolopoulos, 1996: 3).
In relation to the first characteristic, Porth and Hughes(2000) have
found that nearly 60% of children referred to intervention counselling came
from single parent homes, whereas 26.6% came from homes where both
parents where present (Porth & Hughes, 2000: 5). Intervention counsellors in
South Australia and Victoria have reported figures for single parent families at
44% and 78% respectively (Templer & Crossman, 1998: 2, JFAIP, 1999: 3).
Studies of actual child fire setters have confirmed the importance of marital
status. Kafry’s study (1980) found that children who engaged in fireplay were
more likely to come from either single parent families or families where the
father was absent (Kafry, 1980: 57). She also makes the following
observations about this group:
‘Several mothers…were young single women who struggled for
financial survival and for the enhancement of their own lives.
They may lack child-rearing skills and are often helpless when
they attempt to cope with the burdens of parenthood’

(Kafry, 1980: 57)
Gaynor, McLaughlin and Hatcher (1983) also concluded that many of
the children involved in recurrent fireplay activities came from homes where
the father was absent. They also support the sentiments of Kafry by suggesting
that the single parent will often be preoccupied, especially providing financial
support for the family (Gaynor, Mclaughlin & Hatcher, 1983: 2.6).
The second of Nicolopoulos’ characteristics (socio-economic status)
has provided a far greater level of debate within the literature. Wooden &
Berkey (1994) have described the problem of child fire setting as a middle
class phenomenon whereas, others such as Hall (1995: 5) have suggested that
poverty is a risk factor for child fireplay. This latter argument is supported by
Gaynor and Hatcher (1987) who, in reviewing several studies on the subject,
stated that there is, ‘evidence showing strong representation of the lower
income groups’ (Gaynor and Hatcher, 1987: 56). Porth’s study of children
referred to intervention counselling over a six year period also found that the,
’firesetter population is predominantly at low income levels’ (Porth, 1998: 20).
The other parenting issue which has been the subject of previous
discussion is that of forethought and supervision. There is a range of authors
whose comments have suggested that effective forethought can only come
from proper education and motivation. Indeed research in the United States
has suggested that one of three strongest variables related to fire risk is that of
under-education (Nicolopoulos, 1997: 2).
It might not be surprising then that there is a large body of literature
espousing the view that more needs to be done in the area of parental fire
education. The research which lead to the introduction of mandatory child
resistant cigarette lighters actually made one further recommendation and that
was that efforts need to be made to better inform parents of the hazard in order
to reduce the numbers of fires, deaths and injuries (Harwood, 1988: 44).
Research by Kafry (1980: 50) found that:
‘Parents showed an acceptable level of fire knowledge and
information, though many deficiencies were found especially
in the area of prevention, preparation and skills (for example
conducting home fire escape drills, instructing baby sitters
about fire, leaving small children alone…)’
She concludes that those responsible for parental education should be
encouraged to include fire information as an integral part of their work (Kafry:
1980: 51).
Gaynor and Hatcher (1987: 12)) also suggest that parents need to be,
‘taught how to communicate appropriate skills so that [the child] will
understand the dangers of fire’. Kolko & Kadzin (1994) have further posited
that the education of parents needs to go beyond proactive practices but also
needs to include skills related to the administration of swift, corrective
consequences, integrating educational and skills training opportunities as part

of the parental reaction to fireplay or fire risk behaviour (Kolko & Kadzin,
1994: 120). This fits with the study by Kafry (1980) where it was found that a
large percentage of parents do not deal with fire setting directly by giving
constructive instructions and providing their children with fire skills and
knowledge (Kafry 1980: 50).
Kolko and Kadzin (1994: 120) suggest that a lack of corrective
measures following a fire setting incident may actually increase the likelihood
for continued firesetting. However, authors caution that there needs to be a
deal of care taken in the degree of corrective measures. For instance, Kafry
argues that a total prohibition of the use of fire may not necessarily curb any
firesetting behaviour (1980: 51) and Moore suggests (in relation to cautioning
children in general) that too many warnings may in fact alienate a child against
necessary and meaningful precautions (1972: 83).
A particular educational issue which has been highlighted is that of
appropriate intervention. Gaynor and Hatcher (1987) suggest that many
parents are hesitant to seek help for children with fire setting problems. They
further suggest that this hesitancy is motivated by fear of serious consequences
for the family. Dangerously, it would appear that, as a result of this, many
parents play down the serious nature of firesetting and attempt to ignore it in
the hope that it will go away (Gaynor &Hatcher, 1987: 10). Porth (1998),
however, comments that the sooner action is taken in response to the first fire
incident the more likely the behaviour will be confined (Porth, 1998: 39). This
is confirmed in the study by Kolko and Kadzin (1994) which found that 61.7%
of children would stop their firesetting behaviour if they received punishment
or counselling (Kolko & Kadzin, 1994: 117).
The literature then provides somewhat of a framework upon which a
model may be able to be applied to identify parents/families where the children
may be at particular risk of developing fireplay and firesetting behaviours.
Particularly it can be argued just as Hall (1995: 5) does, that the following risk
factors directly relate to the child’s family situation:
•
•
•
•
•

lack of education
single parent
parental smoking
poverty
low parenting skills

Interestingly, several of these factors bear a strong resemblance to the
factors listed by Bowley (1975) as contributing to a child being at risk from
violence, delinquency and deprivation of basic needs within the general
community. Particularly, Bowley highlights the issues of:
•

The Immaturity of Parents

Parents with social and emotional immaturity (usually young) who see
the child as a burden and offer unsatisfactory or partial mothering. The
mothers frequently separate from partners.
• The Inadequate Parent
Parents who have had restricted educational opportunities. Through no
fault of their own these conditions may militate against good
parenthood.
• Martial Stress
Mothers left alone to cope with children, especially where there is also
a need to provide for the family will be unable to provide their children
with the necessary levels of support.
So the literature suggests that there may be parallels between the risk
factors for fireplay and firesetting behaviours and the risk factors for violence
and delinquency. It may not be surprising then to note that many child
firesetters, who are not appropriately dealt with, develop other anti-social and
deviant behaviours in adulthood (Gaynor, Huff & Karchmer, 1987: 36).
It does need to be pointed out however, that these factors should not be
treated as exhaustive. Whilst there is general agreement about these risk
factors (perhaps with the exception of socio-economic status) none of the
individual factors have been demonstrated to applicable to all cases.
There is a general consensus within the literature reviewed in this study
that there needs to be emphasis placed on both; the provision of fire safety
training and awareness among parents and the provision of parenting skills
which allow parents to deliver the appropriate response to instances of child
fireplay and firesetting. This latter issue may also require that parents be made
aware of the services available to assist and that any fears (in terms of
negative family consequences) of using these services need to be allayed.
There is certainly an argument that if an appropriate response is not delivered
then further, much more serious, deviancies may develop.
It is also apparent among much of the literature (and this has been
alluded to previously) that parents also need to be educated in the dangers
which remain inherent within disposable cigarette lighters despite the advent of
mandatory child resistance.
Cigarette Lighters
One of the very basic precautions, which is consistently repeated within
the literature being produced, aimed at educating parents, is that of the safe
storage of cigarette lighters. There are a plethora of guides, checklists and
published warnings advising parents of the need to keep cigarette lighters out
of the reach of children (eg. Parenting SA, 1996. CPSC, 1999. FEMA, 1998b).
Considering the issues which have been highlighted within this study so far
(including; fatality rates, use of lighters by young children, access to lighters
etc.) it is little wonder that these warnings have been published. However, the

proponents of mandatory child resistance clearly believe in and espouse the
view that many of these issues would be overcome by the introduction of the
relevant regulations.
As an example, when the regulations were first proposed in New
Zealand one parliamentary member made the comment that:
‘The standard introduced…means that at least two hand movements
are needed to ignite a lighter. Research has shown the motor skills
of children under five are not well enough developed to allow them to
operate the new types of lighters either deliberately or by accident’
(Gillon, 1998)
There should be no doubt at all that the literature reviewed during this study
suggests that comments such as these are unsupportable.
In Australia, the Ministerial Council on Consumer Affairs published a
one-off poster in the July 1997 edition of the Australian Women’s Weekly to
coincide with the imminent introduction of mandatory child resistance. The
poster points out the dangers of disposable cigarette lighters and children by
listing a number of incidents of serious injury or death. However, whilst it
urges parents to buy only child resistant lighters, no mention is made of any
other proactive steps that parents should also take (eg. keeping lighters out of
reach etc.). An inference could be drawn from the poster that the child
resistant lighters themselves offer all of the necessary protections. Perhaps this
provides some evidence of the origins of the so-called false sense of security
which was discussed in the previous chapter.
The regulations governing mandatory child resistance do, however,
require that a warning in the form of, ‘Keep Away From Children’ or ‘Keep
Out of Reach of Children’ be printed on every lighter (Trade Practices
(Consumer Product Safety Standard)(Disposable Cigarette Lighters)
Regulations – Regulation 12). This warning however, appears along with five
other warnings which the regulation also requires to be printed on every
lighter. So, six separate warnings are required to be printed on the small
surface area of the average disposable cigarette lighter. It could be argued that
these warnings are in fact so small as to be practically unreadable or eyecatching.
The Regulations also offer some insight into just why the regulations
themselves should never be viewed as the sole answer to the issue of young
children and cigarette lighters. Regulation 14 sets out the criteria to be met
before a lighter can be certified as child resistant. The criteria (which uses the
American standard) requires that a lighter should, ‘be resistant to successful
operation by at least 85 per cent of the child-test panel’ (a child is defined as a
person under five years). The logical conclusion here is that the regulations
allow that a lighter (certified as child resistant) may be able to be operated by
up to 15% of children under the age of five. Previous warnings to parents have
argued that, ‘no parent could possibly know whether their child falls into the
other 15% or not’ (Bahr, 1998).

Whilst, the introduction of mandatory child resistance for cigarette
lighters is undoubtedly a worthwhile measure, any inference that the
introduction of the relevant regulations provides all of the necessary safety
requirements, cannot be supported by any of the literature reviewed as part of
this study. Regardless of any other evidence which has been highlighted
during this review, the regulations themselves imply that a danger still exists
for a certain number of children within the targeted age group (under five
years).
Intervention Resources
There is reference previously, to the availability of services designed to
assist parents in successfully intervening in their child’s fireplay behaviours. It
is important that some discussion of these services be included here, not just so
that there is an awareness of their availability but also because the resources
and personnel of these services formed an integral part of the research design,
as outlined in the following chapter.
Many fire services around the world now operate programs designed to
assist families with children who have displayed dangerous fireplay
behaviours. Gaynor, McLaughlin and Hatcher (1983: 1.3) suggest that fire
services are, ’the most knowledgeable and capable organisations available in
the community to help work on the problem of children and firesetting’. They
further suggest that this is due to a number of factors, including:
•
•
•

The status of fire fighters as community heroes
Fire fighters are often the first service to the scene of a fire
Fire Departments are often called by parents asking for guidance

Training of Counsellors
The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) in the United
States has established a training regime for fire fighters involved as counsellors
(often referred to as practitioners) in these programs. This model has been
utilised by many fire services around the world including here in Australia.
The purpose of this training is to:
1. Teach fire service personnel to recognise problems in children that
may lead to recurrent firesetting
2. Teach fire service personnel how to interview fire-setting children and
their families.
3. Teach fire service personnel methods and strategies for educating
curiosity firesetters and their families. Fire service professionals can
counsel or educate some firesetting children and families.

4. Teach fire department personnel to select children and families for
professional mental health assistance based on the severity of their
problems.
5. Teach the fire service ways to refer children and families for
appropriate mental health assistance.
(FEMA, 1988a: 4).
Intervention Methodology
The methodology of the intervention process utilised by many fire
services also follows the FEMA model of Interview, Categorise, Intervene and
Refer (FEMA, 1988). To summarise this process the parents and child are first
interviewed (at this stage a Family Interview and Evaluation Form is used –
this will be referred to in the following chapter). The information gathered
during the interview phase is then used to categorise the child into one of three
categories (Concern, Definite Concern, Extreme Concern). Depending upon
the level of concern an intervention program is established where the child can
either undertake educational counselling usually administered by the fire
service personnel or be referred to professional therapy.
One of the issues raised within the FEMA guidelines again relates to
the importance of the parent, this time in the intervention process. For instance
the guidelines for the conduct of the educational counselling contain ongoing
reference to requirements such as, ‘adults in the household must be responsible
for prevention’ and ‘the child should always be supervised in a room in which
a fireplace, candle, heater or other open flame is present’. Furthermore the
educational counselling program is predicated on the idea that it is the parents,
supported by the counsellor, who have the primary role in its delivery (FEMA,
1988a: 31).
Summary of the Literature
The essential, recurring theme within the literature, which has
been reviewed as part of this study, is that the parent plays a critical role
in providing the environmental conditions favourable to child fireplay and
subsequent fire setting.
In particular parents play a significant role in providing a model for
children to develop their behaviours. Children will not only imitate their
parents but seek possession of material objects, unless the child perceives that
punishment will be applied for such actions. Inconsistent punishment or
inappropriate corrective measures may not provide a clear perception of the
wrongness of the action especially where the visual stimulus (such as
observation of the model’s smoking behaviour) suggests some positive
outcomes. There is clear evidence, in relation to child fireplay, that many
parents lack the necessary skills to appropriately intervene and correct
dangerous behaviours of their children.

Parents also provide the front line defence in preventing child accident
and injury through their forethought and supervision. Whilst, none of the
literature suggests that any parent is capable of supervising a child for 24 hours
a day, indeed common-sense dictates the impossibility of such a task, the
application of forethought has the potential to seriously reduce the
opportunities for child fireplay. Simple steps such as placing cigarette lighters
in areas where they are not readily available to children may remove what
many (including Kolk & Kadzin and Porth) see as a major environmental
contributor to child firepaly – access.
There is also evidence in support of the view that the parent’s status
(socio-economic, marital and educational) also creates an environment more
conducive to child fireplay. Whilst none of these factors have been
demonstrated to be in any way conclusive, and are certainly not applicable to
all cases, they have also been recognised as a contributor to children at general
risk of deviancy, delinquency and violence. Whilst marital and socioeconomic status are difficult to control there are numerous authors who have
argued for an increase in the educational opportunities for parents regarding;
fire safety, parenting skills (especially in areas of intervention and behaviour
correction) and the availability of resources.
It is also clear that none of these environmental factors have been
mitigated by the introduction of child-resistant cigarette lighters, despite the
predictions of their proponents. There continues to be property damage,
serious injury and death as a result of young children being able to operate
these devices.
Gaps in the Literature
The literature quite explicitly develops a nexus between the parent, the
cigarette lighter and the child. What the literature fails to do, is to explain why
this nexus, especially in relation to access, is allowed to exist in the first place.
The literature pays very little attention to the underlying reasons why a parent
would not take steps to prevent their child from accessing a cigarette lighter.
Whilst the notion of a false sense of security has been posited previously, this
idea remains untested.
A possible explanation, again highlighted within the literature, is that
the parent may lack the necessary fire safety knowledge and awareness of the
dangers of cigarette lighters. Why parents would lack this knowledge is again
not fully explained within the literature. Reference has been made throughout
the literature review to the numerous warnings and cautionary tales being
continually presented through fire safety organisations, the media and even
printed on the cigarette lighters themselves. Yet, it is apparent that parents (or
at least those parents within the high risk group) are either not receiving or
heeding these warnings.
It could be that this lack of awareness is somehow linked to these other
environmental risk factors (eg marital, educational and socio-economic status),
or there maybe an element of denial (it won’t happen to me). An

understanding of this may provide a model for the development and targeting
of any future fire safety campaigns.
There has also been very little research conducted to test the
effectiveness of the introduction of mandatory child resistant regulations.
Whilst some small scale research has been conducted (referred to earlier) this
has provided mixed results. These studies have based their conclusions upon
the number of reported incidents, which may be influenced by a series of
factors including; school fire safety campaigns, reductions in the smoking
population and the increase in the number and scale of intervention programs.
Although, effectiveness can be a difficult concept to operationalise there would
appear to be a need for some effort to be made to look at the effect that the
introduction of the regulations has had in isolation to these other factors.
The research questions addressed in this study indicate the need to fill
the gaps in the current literature, viz:
•
•

How are children accessing cigarette lighters as a means of fire
setting?
What is the significance of the parent in the fire setting behaviour?

The following chapters will explain the research process which was
undertaken and the results and conclusions obtained.

CHAPTER 4.
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
This chapter outlines the research carried out as part of this study, the
results of which form the basis for the concluding chapters of this thesis.
An Introduction to Case Study Methodology
In order to address the research questions a qualitative, mixed method
approach was utilised within a loose case study methodology. The notion of
looseness is somewhat redundant as Punch suggests that the case study is more
of a strategy than a method anyway (Punch, 1998: 150). There have been
those authors who have suggested that because of this looseness the case study
format is not a valid research method. This view is not supported by
Sarantakos (1993: 260) who argues that case studies, ‘are not second-rank
research, nor a supplement to quantitative studies, but a research model that is
equally significant and autonomous as is quantitative research’. Robert Yin
also suggests that the case study is a, ‘comprehensive research strategy’ (Yin,
1994: 13).
A definition for the term case study is difficult to find. Bouma defines
case studies in terms of their aim which, he suggests, is to describe, ‘what is
going on? Is there a relationship between x and y’ (Bouma, 1993: 89). In this

context, the case study format fits nicely with the research questions in this
study, developed earlier. In order to achieve this aim Punch suggests that the
basic idea of the case study is to study a small number of cases in detail, using
whatever methods seem appropriate (Punch, 1998: 150).
In discussing the characteristics of a case study Punch (1998: 153) also
suggests that multiple sources of data and data collection methods are likely to
be used, a point also made by Yin (1994: 78) who suggests six possible sources
of evidence:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Documentation
Archival Records
Interviews
Direct Observation
Participant Observation
Physical Artifacts

Yin views the use of multiple sources of data as a major strength of
the case study method. He argues that their use allows for the development of,
‘converging lines of inquiry’, (or triangulation) providing a conclusion which
is likely to be much more convincing and accurate (Yin, 1994: 92).
Two of the listed data collection methods are used in the completed
study.
Research Design
1. Documentary Study
The first data collection method used in this study is a review of
cases referred to the South Australian Metropolitan Fire Service’s
(SAMFS), Juvenile Fire Awareness and Intervention Program. In
particular an analysis is made of the Initial Interview Questionnaire which
is completed by the family of the referred juvenile as part of the initial
information gathering exercise of the counsellor. This questionnaire is
similar in design, format and purpose to the Family Interview and
Evaluation Form referred to in the previous chapter (see page 40). A copy
of the questionnaire utilised by the SAMFS is attached as Appendix ‘A’.
These questionnaires provide some insight into the environmental
factors highlighted in the Literature Review and the levels of awareness among
the parents of these children toward fire safety and appropriate corrective
measures.
The SAMFS permitted access to these documents under supervision
and approval was received from the Faculty Ethics Committee (Division of
Education, Arts and Social Sciences) of the University of South Australia to
utilise these documents as part of this study. The SAMFS does have a policy
that stipulates the destruction of these forms following the completion of the

counselling process and as a consequence only the documents for the period 1
July, 1999 to 1 March 2000 were available for analysis in this study.
Analysis of Documents
In all there were 31 children referred to the SAMFS intervention
program during the period from 1 July, 1999 to 1 March, 2000 for which the
Initial Interview Questionnaire had not been destroyed. In line with the
particular focus of this study the documents were arranged into three groups
from which the appropriate data was collected:
•

Group 1.
Children who were at or under the age of seven years at the time
that the intervention process took place. This group represents the
particular target group and focus for this study.
It is also at around this age that Piaget suggests that a child’s sense
of morality moves from absolute to autonomous and other factors
(such as peer pressure, anger and revenge) which are beyond the
domain of the parent (as a model for fireplay behaviour) become
dominant. This notion has been identified through the literature
which shows a strong demarcation between the benign motivators,
such as curiosity, and other more insidious motivators, such as
anger and revenge, occurring at around this age.
Some particular interest was also taken in those children under the
age of five years, this being the age group for whom the mandatory
child resistant cigarette lighter regulations apply.
There were seven children in this group.
• Group 2.
Children who were over the age of seven years at the time that the
intervention process took place but whose parents suggested that
the child had lit their first fire when they were under the age of
seven years (see question 24 – Appendix ‘A’). Whilst this group
was outside of the focus of this study the information available in
relation to the initial incident(s) is applicable to the targeted group.
There were six children in this group.
• Group 3
This final group were those children who were over the age of
seven years both at the time of their first fireplay incident and ergo
at the time that the intervention process took place. These children
provided very little in the way of information relative to the
targeted age group.
There were 18 children in this group.
The actual analysis of the documents within each group was conducted
along qualitative lines as cited by Sarantakos (1994: 207) where issues, main
ideas, statements (and importantly) thoughts of the parents where collected and
identified in respect of the major themes developed in the literature review.

However, whilst some simple analysis was undertaken in respect to
frequencies the small sample size precludes any empirical conclusions.
2. Interviews
In order to provide an element of triangulation a series of interviews
were also conducted to explore, in greater depth, the themes developed in both
the Literature Review and Documentary Study.
Interview Subjects
Interviews were conducted with practitioners from the Juvenile Fire
Awareness and Intervention Programs of the South Australian Metropolitan
Fire Service, Metropolitan Fire and Emergency Services Board (Melbourne)
and the Country Fire Authority (Victoria). Four of these practitioners were
interviewed with a combined experience of 23 years as juvenile fire
counsellors. In all these four practitioners had been involved with a total of
around 1,000 children who had been referred to the respective fire service
programs. A further interview was also conducted with a fire cause
investigator with the South Australian Metropolitan Fire Service.
All three fire services agreed to take part in these interviews and again
approval was sought (and granted) from the Faculty Ethics Committee prior to
the interviews taking place. Prior to the interviews being conducted each
subject was briefed on the purpose of the study and the interview itself. A
formal Consent Form was handed to each of the participants which outlined
the ethical issues in regards to the treatment of the interview data. Each
participant read and signed the consent form prior to the interviews taking
place. A copy Consent Form is attached as Appendix ‘C’.
Conduct of the Interviews
The interviews were conducted using an open ended style and, in
keeping with the case study format, the participants were asked not only to
state the facts of the matter but also to provide opinions about events (Yin,
1994: 84). In keeping with the unstructured nature of the open-ended
interview a formal interview schedule was not utilised but specific questions
were allowed to emerge as the interviews unfolded (Punch, 1998: 176) The
interview subjects also lent themselves to the case study format as they are (as
part of their daily duties) focussed, ‘directly on the case study topic’ (Yin:
1994: 80).
All of the interviews were conducted in the offices of the respective
participants and they were recorded via audio tape.
Analysis of the Interviews
The collected interviews were assembled and analysed in line with the
four main steps of qualitative interview analysis proposed by Lamneck (cited
in Sarantakos, 1994: 305).

•

•
•

•

Transcription
The audio recordings were transcribed onto both hard copies and
computer disk formats. The transcripts were reviewed and cleaning
and editing undertaken.
Individual Analysis
Each interview was analysed on its own and responses grouped into
themes.
Generalisations
Differences and similarities between the interviews were identified
and a series of broad themes were developed into which responses
could be grouped across interviews. Where possible the same
themes were used as had been developed during the Literature
Review and Documentary Study.
Control
The information was verified by continual reference back to the
original audio recordings and initial transcripts. There was an effort
made to ensure that responses were not taken out of context and
that those responses made flippantly or tongue-in-cheek were not
presented as fact.

Methodologies in Previous Studies
The study conducted by Wooden and Berkey and published as Children
and Arson – America’s Middle Class Nightmare (1984) has been cited
extensively within the previous chapters of this thesis. Whilst the focus of
their study was aimed at the exploration of the psychology of juvenile
firesetters the methodology that they employed is very similar to that used in
this study. Again they utilised an interview questionnaire based upon the
Family Interview and Evaluation Form (a copy of their questionnaire is
attached as Appendix ‘B’) essentially the same document used in the first data
collection stage of this study (Wooden & Berkey, 1984: 215). They also
interviewed, ‘public officials who investigate these cases as well as those who
rehabilitate the young arsonist’ (Wooden & Berkey, 1984: 3).
A number of other studies cited throughout this thesis have also utilised
the Family Interview and Evaluation Form as the basis for their research.
These include (Porth, 1998., JFAIP, 1998., Porth &Hughes, 2000).
Limitations of This Methodology
In expressing caution about the use of the Family Interview and
Evaluation Form Wooden and Berkey (1984: 26) state:
‘In accepting the parents answers as pure fact, however, we
recognise the fact that their responses may not be entirely
indicative of their youngster’s actual behaviour’

These same words of caution are applicable to this study, (where essentially
the same document has been used) however, there is a slightly different focus
in this case, where it is responses of the parents themselves which are of
interest not specifically the behaviour of the child.
There are, however, some limitations in the in-depth exploration of the
themes revolving around the levels of awareness, knowledge etc. of the
parents. Those counsellors and investigators who were interviewed do not
provide a measure of the actual levels of knowledge of the parents but merely
their opinions on such issues. In most cases these opinions were fairly
generalised, although, some specific cases were cited. This study, then should
not be viewed as providing the absolute answers to the research questions but
is does indicate where further study needs to be made.
This study initially intended to conduct the research into the attitudes,
behaviours and levels of awareness among parents on a more
phenomenological basis. It was initially proposed that the interview phase
would be directed at the parents themselves so that their perceptions could be
directly studied.
In order to achieve this assistance was sought and granted from the
counsellors of the South Australian Metropolitan Fire Service’s, Juvenile Fire
Awareness and Intervention Program, who acted as key informants. Their role
was to approach the parents of young children (those under seven years)
referred to the program with a view to informing them of the study and seeking
their consent to participate. To assist in this process an Information Sheet was
prepared outlining the purpose of the study and the strict confidentiality
guidelines which would be followed. Again approval for this methodology
was received from the Faculty Ethics Committee.
This process began upon receipt of the appropriate approvals and
continued for six months. The SAMFS counsellors advised that they made
approaches to around fifty parents (including several from past cases which
were undergoing follow-up), however, not one single parent agreed to take
part.
This perhaps highlights the issue of fear of family consequences which
was cited earlier as a reason why parents are loathe to seek assistance. This
will be further discussed later.
Summary of Methodology
The methodology described in this chapter was chosen so as to provide
the best available data in seeking to address the research questions. Whilst, it
is recognised that the documentary study and the interviews have their inherent
limitations they remained the most readily available sources of data throughout
the study’s progress.
Despite the failure of the phenomenological methodology, the case
study format which was used did provide the basis for substantial findings
which are discussed in the final chapters of this thesis.

CHAPTER 5.
RESULTS
This chapter outlines the results obtained from both the analysis of the
SAMFS documents and the interviews conducted with the fire service
professionals.
Documentary Study
The responses to the Initial Interview Questionnaire have been grouped
and discussed within a series of themes, developed within the previous
chapters of this thesis. As discussed in the previous chapter, two groups of
documents are of particular interest:
•
•

Group 1 are those children who were at or under the age of seven
years at the time that they received fire play counselling.
Group 2 are those children over the age of seven years at the time
that they received counselling but who have indicated that they lit
their first fire when they were seven years or younger.

Age and Gender
Within the total group of children who were counselled by the SAMFS
Juvenile Fire Awareness and Intervention Program between 1 July, 1999 and 1
March, 2000, 29 (of 31) were male (93.5%). Of those seven children included
within Group 1 all were male.
Whilst this study reviewed only a small number of cases, the ratio of
males to females was not inconsistent with that which has been found in
previous studies (ie Porth –1998, where males comprised between 81.6% and
90.9% of referrals). This thesis supports the view that males are predominant
within child fireplay statistics.
In response to Question 24 of the Questionnaire, ‘How old was your
child when he/she first showed an interest in playing with matches or lighting
fires’ the parents of those children within both Group 1 and Group 2 indicated
an age range as follows:
Age (Years)
No.

1
0

2
5

3
3

4
1

5
2

6
1

7
1

This represents an average age of 3.28 years for these two groups. In
contrast, the average age at which the children from these groups were
referred to counselling was 7.9 years. Within Group 2 especially, there
were some concerning gaps between the ages at which children first
exhibited fireplay behaviour and the ages at which they were referred to

counselling. This included one child who first lit a fire at the age of two
years but was not referred until age 11.
Again, these results support views raised in the relevant literature,
especially that espoused by Gaynor and Hatcher (1987: 10) that parents are
hesitant to seek help for their children – a hesitancy which arises from a fear of
serious consequences for the family.
Motivation
The literature reviewed in this study shows that the overwhelming
motivating factor for young children (those seven years and younger) to
engage in fireplay activity is that of curiosity. Data related to motivation was
available within the questionnaire responses. The parents of those children
within Group 1 (at or under the age of seven years) indicated that curiosity
was the motivator for three, whilst there were two who indicated that anger
was the prime motivator and two who responded as don’t know.
Taken on their own, these figures do not represent the overwhelming
majority found within the literature, however, Wooden and Berkley (1984: 45)
posit that one of the tests for curiosity is whether or not the child is, ‘bent on
destruction when they play with fire’. In response to question 45 of the
questionnaire, ‘Do you think your child was deliberately trying to destroy
property or injure someone by starting the fire?’, not one parent indicated yes
(six answered no and one don’t know).
It could be argued that the parents’ responses suggesting that the fires
were not lit for the purpose of damaging property or causing injury do indicate
that curiosity was the prime motivating factor.
Method of Fire Lighting
Previous studies have shown that cigarette lighters are the predominant
ignition source among young children, especially those within the age group of
1-5 years (Porth & Hughes, 2000: 9). Of those children in Group 1 of this
study, four of the seven used cigarette lighters as their ignition source. Of the
remainder, two used matches and one used the stove. The four children who
used cigarette lighters were all aged five years or younger.
Not only does this support the conclusions of previous studies but also
reiterates the important questions about the efficacy of child resistance of
disposable cigarette lighters as the relevant Regulations are targeted at children
under five years of age.
The locations of fires set by the children in this group and the materials
ignited also supports views expressed in the literature that young children tend
to light fires in or around the home. Whilst previous research has shown that a
majority of fires lit by young children were lit in bedrooms or sleeping areas,
where bedding materials were ignited (EG FEMA, 1993: 7, Porth & Hughes,
2000: 8), there was a greater range of household areas indicated within this

study. Six of the children in Group 1 lit their fires around the house with the
specific locations including areas such as; backyard, bedroom, toilet and
kitchen.
Access
Within the literature, the issue of access to ignition sources has been
shown to be a major environmental factor contributing to young children
experimenting with fire. In this study the parents of the children within Group
1 indicated that six of the seven children had found (or innocently come across)
their ignition source whilst one had gone out of their way to locate it. Some of
the parents made specific reference to the types of locations where the ignition
sources were found. These included; cigarette lighters being left on kitchen
benches and in lounge rooms by the parents themselves and one case where a
friend left matches in an accessible area.
In contrast to the above responses the same group of parents
overwhelmingly answered question 31, ‘Do you try to keep matches and/or
cigarette lighters out of the reach of your child?’ , in the affirmative, with six
out of seven responding yes.
These results indicate that young children do find their ignition sources
in easily accessible locations. However, there is insufficient detail within the
questionnaire to establish any link between ease of access and stimulation for
children to exhibit an interest in fire as proposed by Kolko and Kadzin (1994:
120).
The apparent contradiction between the responses in regards to where
the children accessed their ignition sources and the attempts by parents to keep
these sources out of reach of their children is somewhat difficult to reconcile.
What it may indicate is that parents are aware that these devices pose a risk but
underestimate both, the inquisitiveness of their children and the precautions
which need to be taken in regard to access.
The Child
The previous research indicated that there are personality variables
which may contribute to the advent of fireplay. The study by Dista Kafry
(1980: 52) described this personality as rascality. Kafry typified this by
describing traits, some of which have a resemblance to those traits found
within children diagnosed with Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) and
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). Research from Victoria
and South Australia showed that between 21% and 39.2% of those children
referred to counselling, for fire fireplay behaviour, have been diagnosed with
ADD or ADHD (JFAIP, 1999: 7 & Templer & Crossman, 1998: 2).
Within the children of Group 1 only one had been diagnosed with
ADD. However, the parents of four of the other six children indicated that
their child had received some other form of behaviour counselling or therapy

(Question 66a). Four of the seven children also had problems with behaviour
at school (Question 61a).
Within the children of Group 2 two had been diagnosed with ADD or
ADHD whilst two others had problems with behaviour at school. (It should be
pointed out that this section of the questionnaire was not completed for one of
the six children in this group).
Between the two groups then, three had been diagnosed with ADD or
ADHD and a further five have behavioural problems at school. This represents
around 66% of the children within the two groups who have some form of
recognised behavioural problem.
Whilst the specifics of the behaviours are not alluded to, there is some
support in this study for the notion that the rascal type behaviour (as described
by Kafry) is prevalent among children involved in fireplay.
The Parent
The literature (including Kafry, 1980, Gaynor & Hatcher, 1987 &
Kolko & Kadzin, 1994) describes the role of the parent as both a role model
for their children and as an educator. One of the parental behaviours which has
been identified as lending itself to modelling and subsequent fireplay by
children is that of smoking (Porth & Hughes: 2000: 6).
The questionnaire responses indicated that of the 13 children who
comprised Groups 1 and 2, eight lived in households where there was a smoker
present. The figure is, however, higher for Group 1 (younger children) where
five out of seven children lived with a smoker. For Group 2 the figure was
three out of six children. Whilst the samples are only small there is some
support for the views of Porth and Hughes (2000: 6) who found that smoking is
more prevalent in the homes of the younger child firesetters than older ones.
One of the critical issues identified for parents as educators, is that of
providing appropriate response and corrective measures to fireplay behaviour.
Particularly there was the view that parents should deal with these incidents by
providing their children with constructive instruction (Kafry, 1980: 50).
In this study none of the parents in Group 1 indicated that their reaction
to the fire incident included any form of instructive explanation to the child
(question 54a). All of the parents indicated that their reactions ranged from
Anger to Distress. Of the older group of children (Group 2) only one parent
indicated that an attempt was made to provide explanation to the child. Again,
anger was the predominant response.
The range of punishments meted out by the parents (see question 54b)
also suggests a lack of constructive instruction. Only one parent within the
two groups indicated that any form of explanation was given to the child as to
the dangers of fireplay, whereas, the other punishments ranged from
grounding, loss of privileges (especially no TV) to physical punishment
(smacking).

There is support for the previously expressed view (Kafry 1980: 50 &
Kolko & Kadzin, 1994: 120) that some parents are deficient in the parenting
skills required to successfully intervene in their child’s fireplay behaviour.
Previous studies have also linked the parent’s socio-economic and
marital status to child fireplay risk (Nicolopoulos, 1996: 3) Whilst, socioeconomic status could not be measured there was some data available as to
marital status. In contrast to the findings of Porth and Hughes (2000: 5) where
60% of child firesetters came from single parent families this study found that
only four of the thirteen children comprising groups 1 and 2 came from single
parent households.
This thesis is unable to support the notion that marital status is as
significant a risk factor for the development of child fireplay behaviours as has
been espoused in previous research.
Summary of Documentary Study
Whilst the sample involved in the documentary study is small there is
broad agreement between it and the themes developed throughout the relevant
literature. In particular, and focussing on the parent, the importance of issues
such as; parental forethought in regard to access to ignition sources,
parenting skills in relation to appropriate intervention and correction of child
fireplay behaviours and parental fear of not involving professional assistance
until much later, have received support within this study. There is less support
for other environmental contributors such as parental marital status, as a risk
factor, within this study.
The study also agrees with the notion that males predominate within
child fireplay statistics and that the males involved are more likely to have
behaviours described as rascality and typified by such medical diagnoses as
ADD and ADHD.
The study also provides evidence that for children within the targeted
age group, the regulations designed to introduce an element of child resistance
to disposable cigarette lighters are ineffective, as these young children are able
to and do continue to light fires using these devices.
These issues were further explored in the interviews conducted with the
fire counselling and fire investigation professionals.
Interviews
The interviews conducted with the five fire service professionals
produced a range of themes which are analogous with those developed within
the literature and the documentary study.
The Child

The four counsellors interviewed all proffered the view that children
under the age of seven years represent a large proportion of the children who
are referred to the intervention services. On a percentage basis the counsellors
suggested that this proportion was between 40% (at the lowest end) and 6070% (at its highest). This view (especially the higher figures) does not concur
with the figures from the documentary study where only 13 children out of a
total 31, fell into either Group 1 or Group 2. This may indicate that these
younger children are (for whatever reason) making a far greater impression
upon the fire service counsellors.
Only one of the participants made any direct reference to the
personality factors which have been discussed in the literature and
documentary study. In this case reference was made to the link between ADD
and early morning fires. This particular participant suggested that a child with
ADD tends to waken much earlier then their parents and can spend several
hours in the house totally unsupervised.
Motivation
All of the interview participants agreed with the previous findings that
the primary motivator for young children (those under seven years of age) is
curiosity, and several different terms, such as inquisitiveness, and opportunity
were used by the participants to describe this behaviour. The one fire
investigator who was interviewed was unable to recall any fire that he had
attended, involving a young child, where there was anything malicious in
regards to the behaviour.
Method of Fire Lighting
In particular regard to those children under the age of seven years, the
participants all agreed that cigarette lighters were the predominant ignition
source. One of the participants believed that cigarette lighters accounted for,
up to, 90% of all fires lit by children within this age group. There was also
agreement with the notion that these younger children find matches much
harder to use and prefer cigarette lighters.
All of the participants have been serving in their respective roles prior
to and since the introduction of the child resistant regulations in 1997. None
had noticed any decrease in the numbers of children (under the age of five
years) being referred to the intervention programs (and who had used cigarette
lighters) since the introduction of these regulations.
In relation to the cigarette lighters themselves several of the
participants passed comment on how they may be made somewhat safer.
These comments included:
•
•

Lighters not being so colourful
Warning label needs to be bigger

•

Should be banned from sale to children – just like cigarettes

There was also broad agreement with the literature within the responses
to questions concerning the areas where these children were lighting their fires.
Again, the house features as a central zone of activity with particular reference
made to bedrooms and the garden.
The participants were asked why, they thought, cigarette lighters
featured so highly within the figures. Their responses mirrored the themes
developed previously, especially the themes of access and availability and
smoking.
Access
The issue of access was one which created a great deal of discussion
among all of the participants. Several of the participants recounted stories
where young children had to go to some extraordinary lengths in order to
access these devices (including a set of twins, where one balanced on the
other’s shoulders to reach a lighter which had been placed at a very high
position). In the main, however, all agreed that lighters appear to be quite
readily accessible to children and that very few needed to go to the sorts of
lengths described above.
One of the alarming issues to arise from these discussions was the
number of parents who appear to have little regard for the numbers of cigarette
lighters within the home and who fail to keep track of their locations. Part of
the counselling process which was described during the interviews was a game
played in the child’s home, where children would be asked to go off and find
as many cigarette lighters as they could in order to receive a reward. It appears
as though there is universal disbelief among the parents when the child returns
with a hoard of lighters. One particular case which was recounted highlights
this alarm:
‘I have seen kids hoard cigarette lighters and matches and
one kid astounded me one day and found thirty-two cigarette
lighters around the house that mum didn’t know were there.’
(In this particular case the lighters were being collected by an older sibling).
A further issue which is also cause for some alarm was the experiences
of one of the counsellors who had found that several of these children (under
seven years) had actually been able to purchase lighters from retail outlets
themselves.
The Parent

The notion that parents have developed a false sense of security in
relation to child resistant cigarette lighters received considerable support from
the participants. All made comments such as:
‘They [parents] thought that they were safe and that they could be
left out for the children to play with or for the children to have access
to. Because they had a safety catch on them they were very surprised
that the children could actually circumvent that”.
“I can remember three cases, I have spoken to, where the parents

were actually shocked. They thought that their lighter was safe
with the children and that was the predominant reason why they
didn’t go to any extra lengths to hide them or make them less
accessible.”
The discussions with all of the participants invariably linked access
with smoking:
‘[the cigarette lighter is] just left sitting on top of mum’s cigarette
packet or mum’s spare lighter is always in the drawer in the kitchen
or something like that.’
Parental smoking was raised as the second most important
environmental risk factor (after access) for child fireplay. Most of the
participants agreed that a majority of the parents of children (especially those
children under seven years of age) involved in fireplay were smokers. This
view is in general agreement with both the literature and the documentary
study and highlights smoking as a risk factor for child fireplay. This is
confirmed by the vast discrepancies which exist between the numbers of
smokers in the community (22% for Australia) and the incidence of smoking in
the homes of young children involved in fireplay (up to 69.8% - Porth &
Hughes, 2000: 6)
The issue of the level of parenting skill, especially in relation to
appropriate correction and intervention, was raised as an issue by several of the
participants who suggested that their experiences were that some parents
become frustrated if the child does not comply with verbal commands such as,
‘don’t do that’ whilst they expended very little time or energy in providing
practical instruction or explanation. There was also a feeling that some parents
considered that the intervention programs were solely for the benefit of the
child and that they had no part in the process, whereas, the counsellors are at
pains to point out that it is an education program for the whole family.
On the subject of education, the participants were unanimous in their
views that more needs to be done to educate parents, including in regards to
cigarette lighters.
‘What I think would be very valuable would be a more targeted

public awareness campaign about… the dangers of devices in the
house, not just matches and cigarette lighters but raising public
awareness about the dangers of smoking, cigarette lighters, how
fires start. I believe and I’m still a bit surprised by people’s lack
of awareness of how fires start within the home.’
There was also a suggestion that the targets of any program should
include, lower socio-economic and Asian groups. It was indicated that this
latter group was of particular concern due to an increasing rate of smoking and
the cultural use of fire. It was interesting to note that only one of the
participants referred to socio economic status as an environmental factor, in an
unqualified sense. (The only other reference was made by a participant whose
area of responsibility is a predominantly low socio-economic area).
Summary Of Interviews
The interviews provide the first real evidence that the notion of a false
sense of security is affecting the judgement of some parents in regards to
cigarette lighter; use, storage and access. Like the previous documentary study
and the review of literature there is agreement that the issue of access to
cigarette lighters is a critical factor contributing to young children's fireplay
behaviour.
There is also evidence (again in support of the previous research) that
some of the parents being encountered by the fire service professionals do lack
the necessary knowledge and parental skills required to ensure the safest
possible environment for their children and to provide an appropriate response
to any subsequent fireplay behaviour. Again, education is seen as a means of
improving the level of knowledge.
Evidence was also forthcoming in regards to one possible measurement
of the effectiveness of child resistant cigarette lighters. Anecdotal evidence
provided by the participants strongly suggests that there has not been any
noticeable decrease in the instances of young children using disposable
cigarette lighters to light fires since the introduction of the relevant regulations.
Indeed, specific references have been made to children as young as three years
being able to use these devices.
There were also suggestions put forward concerning how cigarette
lighters may be made safer and how any parental education program should be
targeted. These suggestions have been considered within the concluding
comments of this thesis which follow.
CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSION
This thesis set out to address two specific research questions:

•
•

How are children accessing cigarette lighters as a means of fire
setting?
What is the significance of the parent in the fire setting behaviour?

These questions have been explored through a review of the relevant
literature and qualitative, case study research using documentary and interview
methods. From within this collection of information and data, it is now
possible to posit potential answers.
The issue of access has been recognised as a major environmental risk
factor which may promote children to experiment with fire. It has been
previously suggested that children have been able to access cigarette lighters as
a fire lighting tool due to a false sense of security, within the parents and other
carers, as to the dangers of these devices. This false sense of security
manifests itself by the parent not taking the appropriate steps to ensure that
cigarette lighters (and indeed other devices) are stored in areas which are out of
reach of children.
This study does provide support for the above notion. Furthermore,
there is also evidence that this false sense of security may actually arise from
the misinformation which is being provided via the media and indeed public
authorities as to the true dangers of these devices. There have been a number
of examples cited throughout this study where the term child proof has been
used to describe the safety features of child resistant cigarette lighters. There
should be no doubt that children (including those specifically targeted by the
relevant regulations – under five years) are still able to operate disposable
cigarette lighters and that the use of the term child proof cannot be supported,
either by the research or by the very regulations which established the child
resistant regime. Within this context it is little wonder that some parents may
not provide the appropriate levels of forethought and supervision when
assessing the inherent dangers which may affect the safety of their children and
the need (or, indeed necessity) to ensure that cigarette lighters are kept well
away from children.
It could be argued, therefore that children are accessing cigarette
lighters and subsequently involving themselves in fireplay because there is an
understating (through the use of terms such as child proof) of the true danger
of these devices. A deficiency which is not necessarily any fault of the parents
themselves. This awareness of the dangers is relevant to the latter of the
research questions.
It is clear that parents are not receiving appropriate levels of education
and training which would allow them to properly identify that cigarette lighters
pose a serious hazard. This, however, is only a part of a much wider
educational deficiency which, if provided to parents, may allow them a much
greater degree of empowerment in dealing with the fireplay behaviours of their
children.
There is evidence to show that some parents (at least) have not been
exposed to information which may greatly assist them in not only preventing

fireplay behaviours but also appropriately dealing with any incidents before the
behaviour leads to tragedy. This study has shown that some parents fail to
intervene and apply appropriate corrective measures when first confronted with
their child’s fireplay activities. This failure has the potential to further
encourage continual fireplay by the children concerned, especially when there
is also a reticence to seek external professional assistance for their children’s
behaviour either through fear of the consequences or ignorance of the existence
of such assistance.
It is clear that many fire incidents could be avoided if parents were
provided with the parenting skills which empowered them to successfully deal
with such behaviours or, seek the necessary professional help.
Parents also need to be reminded of the role that they play as a model
for their young children. Whilst, a small percentage of young children do have
a psychological dysfunction, the fireplay behaviours exhibited by many
children (indeed, research shows that most young children have a fascination
with fire) are not symptomatic of an abnormal or troubled child. They form a
part of the child’s normal development and exploration of their environment.
Children, especially the very young, gain their cues from their parents. A
parent, who has been provided with the appropriate information, can introduce
their children to fire in a controlled manner which mitigates the child’s need to
experiment on their own – with sometimes tragic consequences.
Recommendations
Whilst it is not a stated purpose of this thesis, the study has produced
data which does lend itself to the construction of a set of recommendations.
Cigarette Lighters
It would be wrong to suggest that the regulations in relation to
mandatory child resistance for disposable cigarette lighters have failed. It is
clearer that expectations surrounding these regulations are not achievable.
Much of the problem appears to have arisen from improper information and an
overstatement of the potential of the regulations which has lead to a false sense
of security. Clearly, however, in relation to disposable cigarette lighters a
number of further steps could be taken, viz:
•
•
•

The use of the term child proof should be discouraged within media
reporting of incidents. Those who speak with some authority about
the subject should also ensure that the term is not used.
Sale of cigarette lighters should have similar controls to those
which exist for cigarettes and other tobacco products.
The cigarette lighters should be produced with more bland colours
and with more obvious warning labels.

Parental Education

There is an obvious need for a far more pro-active educational
response, aimed at parents, as a way of preventing fireplay incidents to
complement the, existing, reactive services. The issues which need to be
covered have been discussed previously and include:
•
•
•

Parenting skills, especially in regard to intervention and corrective
measures
Fire safety education
The availability of professional assistance

Whilst, a campaign aimed at the entire population would be of the
greatest benefit, it may also be possible to limit the impost by targeting any
educational campaign at the following groups:
•
•

Parents of boys, especially those diagnosed with ADD or ADHD or
who have recognised behavioural problems.
Parents who are smokers.

Several fire services already have material developed for delivery of
fire safety information to the parents of young children. However, a lack of
resources has seen these programs under-utilised. If the fire services received
the proper levels of support then their programs could not only be delivered
more widely but, they could also be augmented by bodies such as Parenting SA
delivering programs concerned with parenting skills.
Of course, in this era of economic rationalism, the funding for such
programs becomes, in itself, an issue. Whilst it is not the purpose of this thesis
to canvass for funding, one option which could be explored (in line with the
link between child fireplay and smoking) is the use of an extremely small
percentage of federal government tobacco taxes.
Net Australian
Commonwealth Government revenue from tobacco products in 1997-98 was
$4.2 billion (Higgins, Cooper-Stanbury & Williams: 1998: 11)
The issues of socio-economic and marital status have been raised
within the literature as being environmental risk factors. However, these
factors did not feature prominently within the results of either of the two
research methods used in this study. The issue of ethnicity (Asians) was also
raised in the interviews. This issue would require further study before any
conclusion could be made as to the validity of targeting these particular groups
in any educational campaign.
Concluding Comments
No parent can ever be expected to maintain a constant vigil over their
children. Nor, can it ever be expected that any process could effectively
counteract the inherent need within developing children to explore and
experiment. However, whilst total prevention of child fireplay may be

impossible, there are steps which can always be taken to minimise the risk.
Whilst, the essential and critical provider of these is the parent, this does not
mean this is the parent’s responsibility alone. Government has traditionally
played an important role in the provision of public safety. Through the
enactment of laws and regulations many safety issues have become mandatory
requirements (EG pool fencing, seat belts and child restraints). However, there
are some things which can never be corrected by statute.
If Government is serious about the provision of child fire safety then
there does need to be more done in the provision of training and education for
parents so that the prevention of child fire incidents does not rely upon a
mechanical device but on an environment which provides children with the
necessary growing experiences with the minimal level of risk
Parents do need to understand the importance of their role and actively
seek out the appropriate information (providing that such has been made
available) and empower themselves to provide the safest possible environment
for their children.
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Some of the comments made are:
“Out of the nearly 100,000 fires each year caused by children, two out
of three a labelled “curiosity”. (1)

“Fifty per cent of all reported fires are started by children between 4
and 9. Locally 4 year olds start more actual fires than children in any
other single age group.” (1)
Research shows that even where there are comprehensive juvenile
firesetting programs only about 10% of at risk children have contact
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