
The Investigation Process
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The investigation – initial steps

Emergency response
First aid
Make safe the area

Initial report
Preserve the scene
Note names of witnesses
Take photos
Report incident

http://www.hse.gov.uk/pUbns/hsg245.pdf

http://www.hse.gov.uk/pUbns/hsg245.pdf
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The Investigation - level

Likelihood of 
recurrence

Potential worst consequence of adverse event

Minor Serious Major Fatal
Certain

Likely
Possible
Unlikely

Rare

Investigation 
Level

Minimal Low Medium High
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Investigation levels

Minimal - In a minimal level investigation, the relevant supervisor will look into the 
circumstances of the event and try to learn any lessons which will prevent future 
occurrences. 
Low - A low level investigation will involve a short investigation by the relevant 
supervisor or line manager into the circumstances and immediate, underlying and root 
causes of the adverse event, to try to prevent a recurrence and to learn any general 
lessons. 

Medium - A medium level investigation will involve a more detailed investigation by the 
relevant supervisor or line manager, the health and safety adviser and employee 
representatives and will look for the immediate, underlying and root causes. 
High - A high level investigation will involve a team-based investigation, involving 
supervisors or line managers, health and safety advisers and employee representatives. 
It will be carried out under the supervision of senior management or directors and will 
look for the immediate, underlying, and root causes. 
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4 key steps to any 
investigation

Step 1 – Gather evidence

Step 2 – Analyse

Step 3 – Identify suitable risk controls

Step 4 – Implement and verify risk controls



Investigation Step 1
Gathering and Preserving Evidence
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Sources of evidence

In groups discuss what sources of evidence you might have 
available?

Scene of the accident, images, measurements, equipment, 
weather conditions, floor status etc.
Witness statements – interviews
Confirmations and/or confessions in interviews
Written evidence – documents, letters, emails, procedures, 
VMI, instructions, drawings etc.
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Chain of events

Incidents are often a result of a chain of events, the 
investigation must uncover this chain to identify the best 
risk control measures

Machine 
guard 

defective

Part on order 
to rectify, due 
Wednesday

Need to complete 
task by Tuesday to 

secure contract

User is very 
experienced

User finds guard 
obscures his view 

anyhow

It’s only three runs, 
been okay in the 

past

Accident
Finger 

severed
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All evidence must be factually 
correct

Individual exercise - The store robber
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Challenge your bias and 
preconceived ideas

Group exercise - The card trick



©2018 EngPro Solutions Ltd

Evidence preservation

Collect it then….

Document, date collected, location, witnesses
Secure the evidence, protected drive, locked location etc.
Photos are date stamped, use this feature
Take wide shots and narrow shots, you need both detail and 
context
Names of witnesses, get first hand account if possible
Your rough notes need to be kept too as they could be 
evidence
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Unions, safety reps involved   
….or not?

In your groups consider if you feel it valuable or not to have 
unions (and/or safety representatives) involved.

…..And discuss pros and cons of such
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Some question thoughts

How did the adverse event happen?

What other activities were happening at the time?

Working conditions?

Procedure, available, intelligible, workable - followed?

Effects

Was the risk known?

Was there organisational influencing factors?

Maintenance/cleaning sufficient?

Competence?

Workplace layout?

Was safety equipment sufficient?

Other conditions?
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Interviews - Preparation

Interview in order – i.e. the defendant last (or later)
Set up a suitable place to interview – neutral, quiet, undisturbed
Ensure that investigation team understand the interview protocol –
i.e. one person will be asking questions, the other acting as note 
taker
Arrange appropriate time to interview – consider duration, no more 
than an hour before at least a break
Have your interview ‘plan’ what topics do you want to cover, but use 
open questions
Arrange to interview people separately
Arrange the seating
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Interviews Introduction

Make the person feel at ease – it is not a court martial!
Establish the purpose and the boundaries of the interview i.e. not 
disciplinary – there to gather facts about specific event
Determine their understanding of the investigation process and fill 
in the gaps if necessary
Make sure they understand you are simply objectively collecting 
evidence
Try to establish rapport – get them to feel comfortable with 
process.  This can be difficult but is down to skill of interviewer
Tell them who you are
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Funnelling Technique

Task allocation
Start of
account

End of
account

Wide open 
questions

Probing questions

5 WH

Confirmatory 
(closed) questions

Link & 
repeat
process

Link & 
repeat
process

Link & 
repeat

process

Surrey Police (2003)

Task preparation ErrorError
-18 Hrs
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Wide open questions

Interviewee asked to recount incident in fullest detail, missing 
nothing out, no matter how trivial 

i.e. “I’d like you to tell me in fullest detail, leaving nothing out 
what happened to you today…starting from when you woke up”

Provides interviewer with event line which can be separated into 
sub areas for closer scrutiny

Interviewer can decide which areas are more pertinent and need 
to be looked at in closer detail
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Probing open questions

Interviewee asked to recall in detail first sub area of their account

Interviewer must maintain control of the interview at this point to 
ensure that the interviewee concentrates on just the sub area and 
does not stray in their account

Do not ask ‘leading’ questions…like the BBC News do

Double check bias – use your note taker to help
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5WH

What

Where

When

Why

Who

How

Using these questions increases the 
amount of information that can be 
gathered by focusing on specifics
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Closed (confirmatory) 
questions

Are good for:

Eliciting one word answers (yes or no), clarifying specific points 
and tying up loose ends

Controlling the interview

Providing direction
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Linking

Interviewer should try to create a link between each sub area, I 
personally use summarising for this purpose as it gives a final bite 
at the apple

Indicates closure of one section and commencement of another

A good technique is to say, “We are going to move on now, is 
there anything else you would like me to know about this area 
before we do?”
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Note taking –
Always have a note taker

An accurate record of each interview should be made.  The record should state:
the location of the interview
the date of the interview
the time it begins and ends
the time of any breaks in the interview
the names of all those present

You should keep to the following principles when recording information:
records should be accurate and typed
information should be recorded correctly and accurately without changing context in any 
way
written notes should be kept in a separate folder for production should the printed copy 
be questioned or challenged later at an Employment Tribunal
be concise, do not embellish or exaggerate on factual details



Investigation Step 2
Analysis
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What happened and why?

The first analysis is to build an accurate picture of what happened 
and why

“Fred fell off the ladder!”
WHY?

“The bottom of the ladder slipped.”
WHY?

“Joe was meant to be holding it, but had to take a call.”
WHY?

”His wife had gone into labour!!”
The next why is pointless
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Build a picture

No evidence of 
strapping at 

scene

Joe left post at 
ladder foot

Processes not 
accessed in five 

weeks

Fred has been 
doing this for 

months

Facts                          Findings                 Conclusions           Recommendations
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Build a picture

No evidence of 
strapping at 

scene

Joe left post at 
ladder foot

Processes not 
accessed in five 

weeks

Fred has been 
doing this for 

months

Ladder not 
secured at top

No support at 
bottom of ladder

Fred not read 
process

Facts                          Findings                 Conclusions           Recommendations

Induction

Deduction
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Build a picture

No evidence of 
strapping at 

scene

Joe left post at 
ladder foot

Processes not 
accessed in five 

weeks

Fred has been 
doing this for 

months

Ladder not 
secured at top

No support at 
bottom of ladder

Fred not read 
process

Safe process for 
working at height 

not in place

Facts                          Findings                 Conclusions           Recommendations
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Errare Humanum Est
(Human Error)

Human Error

Skill-based Error

Mistake

Violation

Slip

Lapse

Rule-based

Knowledge-
based



©2018 EngPro Solutions Ltd

The System Influence

When considering Mistakes 
and Violations we must also 
consider the impact the 
system has on the individual

Skills, 
knowledge, 

ability

Facilities, stores, design, 
weather, equipment, tooling, 
documentation, teamwork, 

communication

Planning, prioritizing, delegating, 
instructing, performance management. 

Communication

Management philosophy, policies, procedures, 
HR approach, Finance, quality assurance, 

training

Design, instructions and drawings, tooling coast, in-service 
support

Requirements, regulatory style, safety promotion

Individual

Environment

Supervision

Organisation

Manufacturer

Regulator
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PIFs  ?????

Add or not?

Check what the NTS guys are doing and then decide
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Investigation summary

If this is a misconduct or performance type investigation it 
may well conclude at this point and not go on to stages 3 
and 4

If so prepare your report:
The complaint/allegation
Decision prior to investigation
Outline of Investigation
Relevant legislation, Policy and Procedures
Conclusions and findings of the investigation
Recommendations



Investigation Steps 3 & 4
Identify risk control measures, implement and verify
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Defences
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Swiss Cheese model
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Back to our picture

No evidence of 
strapping at 

scene

Joe left post at 
ladder foot

Processes not 
accessed in five 

weeks

Fred has been 
doing this for 

months

Ladder not 
secured at top

No support at 
bottom of ladder

Fred not read 
process

Safe process for 
working at height 

not in place
?

Facts                          Findings                 Conclusions           Recommendations
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Develop a list of possible 
defences

Can you eliminate the hazard?
Measures that reduce risk, such as guards?
Measures that control behaviour?

Consider if similar hazards exist elsewhere
Similar events happened before?

Don’t worry over cost or difficulty at this stage
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Bow tie approach
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‘Our’ bowtie

Falling off 
Ladder

Death

Fracture

Equipment 
damage

Change 
task

Safety 
raiser

Process

Wear helmet to 
prevent head 

injury

Use safety 
harness to arrest 

fall

Ensure safe 
system of work in 

place
Use a safety 

raiser not 
ladders
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Residual risks (5x5 matrix)

1 2 3 4 5
1 N L M M H
2 N L M M H
3 N L M M H
4 L L M H VH
5 L M M H VH

Severity of Consequence

Lik
el

ih
oo

d

We consider before and 
after mitigation
Ensure post mitigation 
risks are acceptable
Consider other instances
Consider similar events
Apply substitution test
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Cost benefit analysis

ALARP  (case law - Edwards v. The National Coal Board)

"... in every case, it is the risk that has to be weighed against the measures 
necessary to eliminate the risk. The greater the risk, no doubt, the less will be 
the weight to be given to the factor of cost.”

"'Reasonably practicable' is a narrower term than 'physically possible' and 
seems to me to imply that a computation must be made by the owner in which 
the quantum of risk is placed on one scale and the sacrifice involved in the 
measures necessary for averting the risk (whether in money, time or trouble) is 
placed in the other, and that, if it be shown that there is a gross disproportion 
between them - the risk being insignificant in relation to the sacrifice - the 
defendants discharge the onus on them."



©2018 EngPro Solutions Ltd

Apply the risk control

Senior management – authority
Cost v outcome considerations
Ensure your recommendations are proportional 
Make sure they tackle root causes where possible
SMART
Review risk assessments
Communicate
Review



Associated Disciplinary
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Investigations and Discipline

It is entirely possible that some form of sanction might be 
required

Ensure investigation is independent – it should not cover 
discipline – that comes later

Misconduct is the only exception
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Principle of Natural Justice

Basis for court decision making….and needs to be ours

No bias (Actual, Imputed or Apparent)
Fair hearing

Prior notice
Opportunity to be heard
Conduct of the hearing
Right to representation
The decision and reasons
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Investigation flowchart

Precautionary 
Action? Investigation

Resolutions to 
reduce 

likelihood

No further 
action

More 
information

Disciplinary 
Hearing

Discip
decision

?

Investigation Decision Phase Disciplinary Process

Such as suspension 
on full pay to allow 

fair investigation

Resolutions MUST 
be appropriate and 

effective

If this is the 
outcome you MUST 

have other 
resolutions

Proportionality to 
event rather than 

outcome

FAIR 
REASONABLE 
CONSISTENT
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Culpability

In groups (10 mins)

Any disciplinary sanction should be proportional to what?

Reason tree
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Culpability
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Case study – Fred
What sanction?

Fred fell off the ladder, he hadn’t tied the top, and admitted he 
had not read the safe working process for sometime.

The instructions were in a book in the H&S office and not online.

Joe mentioned he was leaving post and Fred acknowledged this.

Fred broke his arm and is off work presently.

No D&A implications.

Fred has no other disciplinary actions on file and has been a 
good employee to date (7 years service)



Effective Investigations 
Successful Interventions
Howard Leach


