
Incident Investigation Refresh:
Making  the  Most  of  What
Happened Meeting Kit

WHAT’S AT STAKE
When an incident happens, the next 48 hours are some of the most
important in your safety program. Done right, an investigation
turns a bad event into knowledge that prevents the next one. Done
poorly, it leaves the same hazard sitting in place while everyone
moves on. Most workers will be part of an investigation at some
point: as a witness, as someone involved, or as someone asked to
give information. Knowing how investigations work, and what good
participation looks like, isn’t just useful for investigators.
It’s useful for every person on the floor.

WHAT’S THE DANGER
Investigations fail for predictable reasons. When any of these
patterns show up, the learning gets lost.

Focusing on Blame Instead of Cause

When the goal is to find who to blame, the real cause gets
overlooked. Human error is almost always the end point of a
sequence, not the whole story. Stopping at the person misses
everything  upstream:  the  design,  the  procedure,  the  schedule
pressure, the training gap. Those upstream factors, when fixed,
are what actually prevent the next event.

Memories That Change Fast

The brain starts rewriting what happened almost immediately after
a stressful event. Details go fuzzy, sequences get rearranged, and
people misremember things they feel certain about. The longer the
gap between the incident and the interviews, the less reliable the
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information becomes. Delay is one of the most common reasons
investigations produce weak findings.

Workers Who Don’t Know What to Expect

When workers have never been through an investigation, the process
feels threatening. People go quiet, give short answers, or tell
investigators  what  they  think  they  want  to  hear.  That’s  not
dishonesty. It’s a normal response to an unfamiliar situation with
unknown consequences.

Corrective Actions That Miss the Point

Even a well-run investigation can produce weak corrective actions.
‘Remind  workers  to  follow  the  procedure’  fixes  nothing.  Real
corrective actions change the system: redesign the task, repair
the  equipment,  revise  the  procedure,  add  a  control.  When
corrections  are  watered  down  to  avoid  disruption,  the
investigation  was  wasted.

HOW TO PROTECT YOURSELF
Your participation makes investigations work. Here’s how to be
useful in one.

Cooperate Fully and Honestly

Your honest account is the most valuable thing you can give. Don’t
try to protect anyone, including yourself, by leaving things out.
Investigators need the real picture to find the real cause. An
incomplete account produces an incomplete fix, and the hazard
stays in place.

Report What You Saw, Not Your Conclusion

There’s a difference between what you directly observed and what
you think happened. Lead with the facts: what you saw, heard, and
did. Then offer your interpretation separately. ‘I saw the load
swing left’ is more useful than ‘I think the rigging was wrong.’
Give  investigators  the  observations  and  let  them  draw  the
conclusions.



Protect the Scene Until It’s Been Documented

The physical scene of an incident is evidence. If equipment gets
moved,  cleaned  up,  or  restarted  before  investigators  have
documented it, critical information is gone. If you’re nearby
after  an  incident  and  the  scene  is  being  altered  before
documentation is complete, say something to a supervisor right
away.

Know What Corrective Actions Were Taken

After an investigation closes, follow up on what changed. If you
were  involved  in  the  event  or  the  process,  you  have  a  real
interest in knowing what the findings were. Ask your supervisor.
If a system change was supposed to happen in your work area,
verify that it did. Investigations that produce actions nobody
tracks produce nothing.

Understand That an Interview Is Not an Accusation

Being interviewed is not the same as being accused. Investigators
talk to everyone who was in the area or involved in the task
because  each  person  has  a  different  piece  of  the  picture.
Understanding this reduces the anxiety that makes people give
incomplete accounts, and that anxiety is one of the main reasons
investigations miss things.

Learn the Process Before You Need It

Ask your supervisor how your site’s investigation process works
before you’re in the middle of one:

Who starts the investigation and who leads it?
What happens during a scene walkthrough, and who controls
access to the area?
What does a witness interview look like, and are workers
allowed to have someone with them?
How and when do workers find out what was concluded and what
changed?

Workers who understand the process before it starts are far more



useful when it matters.

FINAL WORD
An incident investigation is not a blame exercise. It’s a problem-
solving process that only works if the people in it participate
honestly. Every accurate detail you contribute helps bring the
real cause into focus.

 

 


