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MESSAGE FROM THE EDITOR

Identifying, correcting root cause helps prevent 
future incidents
Investigating a worksite incident — a fatality, injury, illness, or near miss 
— provides employers and workers the opportunity to identify hazards in 
their operations and shortcomings in their safety and health programs. Most 
importantly, it enables employers and workers to identify and implement the 
corrective actions necessary to prevent future incidents.

Incident investigations that focus on identifying and correcting root causes, not on 
finding fault or blame, also improve workplace morale and increase productivity, 
by demonstrating an employer’s commitment to a safe and healthful workplace.

To be most effective, these investigations should include managers and employees 
working together, since each bring different knowledge, understanding, and 
perspectives to the investigation.

Addressing underlying or root causes is necessary to accurately understand why 
an incident occurred, to develop effective corrective actions, and to minimize or 
eliminate serious consequences from similar future incidents.

This month’s Training Blueprint has an outline you can use to provide employees 
with information about your company’s incident investigation procedures. The 
Employee Handout and Quiz can be used to reinforce learning. ♦
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Incident investigations lead to improvements
Hazards can creep into even the safest workplaces. Part 
of having a superb safety program is having a thorough 
process for addressing the hazards. Employees should 
be encouraged to look out for and report hazards, and 
employers should have an organized team trained to 
investigate and analyze incidents. 

Investigations allow you to take corrective actions that 
prevent repeat 
incidents. It’s a 
good idea to make 
an announcement 
when you’ve 
implemented a 
corrective action. 
Knowing the safety 
program makes a 
difference gives 
everyone another 
reason to take pride in 
their workplace.

Overview
You can’t count on equipment, processes, supplies, 
surroundings, and people to stay the same. Even a subtle 
change can introduce new hazards. Too often, those 
hazards result in injury, illness, or property damage. 
When that happens, it’s natural to ask why an incident 
occurred. Take time to encourage employees to report 
hazards and to explain how incidents and hazard reports 
are investigated.

Specific training elements
1. Define “incident” and “near-miss.”
An incident is an event that adversely affects the 
completion of a task. Incidents include events that result 
in injury or property damage. An out-of-the-ordinary 
occurrence that could easily have resulted in injury or 
damage can be considered to be a near-miss incident. 
Investigating near-miss incidents can prevent future 
injuries and damage.

Incidents can be generally classified as serious or minor, 
depending on the actual or potential outcomes. Even a 
near-miss incident can be serious.

2 . Introduce the importance of reporting hazards .
Employees are in the best position to discover hazards on 
the job during the course of their workday. Often a change 

in the work environment can introduce a hazard. Hazards 
also can be created by such things as:

• Malfunctioning, poorly designed, or missing 
equipment;

• Faulty work procedures;

• Lack of instruction; and

• Distraction or inattentiveness.

Employees should follow the facility’s procedures for 
reporting hazards so that the appropriate people can take 
action to correct them.

3 . Review the reasons to investigate hazards and 
incidents .
Prevention, not blame, is the motive behind investigating 
hazard and incident reports. By using the information 
gained through an investigation, a similar or perhaps 
more disastrous incident may be prevented. All incidents, 
regardless of the extent of injury or damage, need to be 
investigated.

A hazard or incident can impact many departments in 
an organization, so the reporting system should include 
a way to inform the managers of various operations 
including safety, environment, human resources, 
production, scheduling, maintenance, purchasing, quality 
assurance, etc. A good place to start is for employees 
to report hazards and incidents to their immediate 
supervisor. At this point, preliminary fact-gathering can 
start.

TRAINER’S NOTE: Cover your organization’s reporting 
structure. Make sure the investigation team members are 
part of the reporting chain. The team should know how an 
investigation is activated.

4 . Introduce the investigation team .
Select the members of the investigation team for their 
skills and knowledge. A variety of expertise is needed. 
One member may be an excellent interviewer; another 
may have an engineering background. Depending on 
the circumstances, you may need to include non-team 
specialists to make sure the investigation is effective.

Serious incidents can involve investigations conducted 
by outside agencies (OSHA, fire and police departments, 
insurance companies, etc.). The internal investigation 
team should cooperate with, and learn from, other 
investigators.

TRAINING BLUEPRINT — INCIDENT INVESTIGATIONS
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5 . Emphasize the need to start investigations 
promptly .
A reported hazard that puts employees in imminent 
danger must be investigated immediately. Less serious 
hazards still need attention, but a full investigation may be 
scheduled for a later time. An area may still be hazardous 
right after an incident. It’s important for everyone, 
including the incident investigation team, to follow the 
facility’s emergency action plan for rescues, evacuations, 
and other response activities until the area is safe.

An investigation should start as soon as possible when 
conditions are safe. Even before the incident site is 
accessible, the team can still start the investigation by 
identifying and interviewing witnesses.

6 . Explain the investigation process .
One person should be in charge of the investigation. The 
leader should define the scope of the investigation and 
assign tasks to team members. The team should start by 
compiling information on:

• A description of the hazard or incident;

• Its location;

• Maps, diagrams, or blueprints;

• Damage estimates;

• Normal operating procedures;

• Events that preceded the incident; and

• A listed of identified witnesses.

Next, the team needs to assemble necessary equipment 
and information sources to continue the investigation.

TRAINER’S NOTE: Display the items to be included in your 
incident investigation kit.

7 . Describe the references used during an 
investigation .
Written information to review can include procedures, 
instruction manuals, medical reports, inspection and 
maintenance records, job safety analyses, exposure 
monitoring results, etc. Don’t forget the people who can 
provide valuable information.

The team will want to interview the person who reported 
the hazard or incident, any injured persons, witnesses, and 
supervisors.

8. Explain the hands-on investigation process.
The team secures the location of the hazard or incident so 
that people are not endangered and restricts entry to the 
area so evidence is not disturbed. Team members should 
take photos, mark locations on maps, measure distances, 
record time sequences, and collect samples for analysis. 
The team determines anything that was not normal before 

the incident, where and how the abnormality occurred, 
when it was first noted, and whether the situation was 
influenced by something from outside of the immediate 
area.

9 . Discuss how the causes of the hazard or incident 
are determined .
The team uses the information they have gathered to 
determine the direct and indirect causes of a hazard or 
incident. Typically, unsafe conditions and/or unsafe acts 
are involved, and several conditions contributed to the 
hazard or incident.

10 . Outline how the team makes recommendations 
and reports its findings.
Investigations determine not only what happened, but also 
how and why. Investigators need to recommend actions 
that will eliminate or control the hazards and prevent 
a recurrence of an incident. The team makes its final 
recommendations based on an analysis of all the evidence.

The team’s findings and recommendations are detailed in 
a written report. The report on a serious incident can be 
extensive, although a report on a minor hazard should still 
be complete. A report should include:

• Background information on where and when the 
hazard was reported or the incident occurred, who 
and what was involved, etc.;

• An account of the potential effects of a hazard, 
the type of incident, sequence of events, extent of 
damage, etc.;

• An analysis of the hazard’s or incident’s causes; and

• Recommendations for immediate and long-
term actions to remedy the hazard or prevent the 
recurrence of an incident.

TRAINER’S NOTE: Describe how incident reports are 
distributed and explain why the various parties need copies.

11 . Explain how completed reports are used .
Management uses the report to decide on corrective 
actions. It takes time to implement a correct action, so 
it’s helpful to set up a timetable and assign someone to be 
responsible for keeping track of the progress.

A good way to identify areas that need more attention to 
safety is to periodically analyze the incident reports. And, 
in the case of an injury or illness, the reports can be used 
to help with OSHA’s recordkeeping requirements. ♦

Key to remember: Employees should be 
encouraged to look out for and report hazards, and 
employers should have an organized team trained to 
investigate and analyze incidents. 



NAME:             DATE:            
June 2021 Copyright J . J . Keller & Associates, Inc . 5

Employee Handout — Help with incident investigations
Reporting hazards and cooperating with 
incident investigations is an important part 
of keeping the workplace safe. Prevention, 

not blame, is the motive behind investigating hazards and 
incidents.

Report hazards
A cracked machine guard might not break and injure you 
while you run the equipment, but you’ll sure feel awful 
if you noticed the problem and didn’t report it before 
someone got hurt.

Since you pay attention to the details of your job, you 
will most likely be the first person to notice a hazard 
that develops. Don’t wait to see if the facility’s safety 
inspection team can find the hazard — report hazards as 
soon as you find them.

A formal report that goes to the facility’s hazard and 
incident investigation team is the best way to take care 
of the hazard. The results of the investigation are used to 
prevent repeated hazards and incidents, even if the hazard 
could occur in another department or at another location. 
Your report can keep lots of people safe.

When you report a hazard, you’ll be asked for your 
input on how you think it was caused and how you 
think it could be eliminated or controlled. It’s up to the 
investigation team to make the final recommendations, 
but you have important information to share with the 
team.

Cooperate with incident investigations
Word spreads quickly when a serious incident occurs in 
the workplace. Always follow your emergency action plan 
to stay safe when an incident occurs. When everyone is 
safe, the incident investigation can start. You’ll see the 
investigation team:

• Secure the area, 

• Interview employees, and

• Gather evidence.

The investigation asks questions about:

• Where and when the incident occurred,

• Who and what was involved,

• What was the sequence of events,

• What was the extent of the injuries and damage,

• What were the direct and indirect causes of the 
incident, and

• What immediate and long-term actions can control 
or eliminate the hazards so the incident is not 
repeated. ♦

Quiz — Help with incident investigations
For each question, show if you think the statement is True or False.

1. Investigations are done to fix hazards and prevent repeated incidents. 
True  False

2. Investigations only look for immediate actions to control a hazard. 
True  False

3. Reporting a hazard may help prevent an incident at another location. 
True  False

4. The investigation is done only to find blame. 
True  False

5. Only outside experts can suggest ways to control a hazard. 
True  False
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NIOSH updates Pocket Guide to Chemical Hazards mobile app
The National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health 
(NIOSH) has released a new app for its Pocket Guide 
to Chemical Hazards. The app offers new features and 
customizable options.

The NIOSH Pocket Guide to Chemical Hazards Native 
Application (mNPG) provides a database of workplace 
chemical information to workers, employers, and 
occupational safety and health professionals. It includes 

exposure limits, chemical and physical properties, 
recommended and required personal protective 
equipment, respirator information, and first aid 
information.

The app allows users to search by chemical name, trade 
name or synonym, DOT number, and CAS number.

NIOSH notes that an updated print version is planned but 
has not yet released a timetable for it. ♦

NEWS

OSHA’s Safe + Sound Week set for 
August 9-15
OSHA’s Safe + Sound Week is scheduled for August 
9-15. This annual nationwide event celebrates successful 
workplace health and safety programs and promotes 
workplace safety.

Organizations can use the 
week as a time to proactively 
identify and manage 
workplace hazards before they 
cause injury or illness, which 
in turn improves sustainability 
and protects the company’s 

bottom line. OSHA says that participating in Safe + 
Sound Week can help jump-start a safety program, 
energize an existing program, and allow successful 
programs to recognize areas where they excel. ♦

June marks 25th anniversary of 
National Safety Month
The National Safety Council (NSC) 
is recognizing the 25th anniversary 
of National Safety Month this June. 
The campaign focuses on reducing 
the leading causes of injury and death at work, on the 
roads, and in our homes and communities.

Weekly topics are as follows:

• Week 1 — Prevent Incidents Before They Start

• Week 2 — Addressing Ongoing COVID-19 Safety 
Concerns

• Week 3 — It’s Vital to Feel Safe on the Job

• Week 4 — Advance Your Safety Journey

More information and materials can be found on NSC’s 
website. ♦

NIOSH releases ErgoMine 2 .0 app update
The National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health 
(NIOSH) has launched version 2.0 of the ErgoMine app, 
an on-the-ground resource for mine workers and mine 
safety and health professionals. The auditing app helps to 
identify, record, and track ergonomics and safety hazards 
that can lead to injuries, illnesses, and fatalities at the 
worksite.

What’s new in 2.0:

• Available on both Android and iOS.

• Checklists have been added to identify slip, trip, 
and fall hazards for fixed ladders, stairways, and 
walkways.

• Musculoskeletal disorder (MSD) risk factor evaluation 
forms have been added for hand tools, manual tasks, 
and ergonomic task improvements.

• Symptoms and risk factors for MSDs can be reported 
based on the Nordic Musculoskeletal Symptoms 
Questionnaire and a 
risk factor reporting 
card respectively.

• Pictures can be taken 
and associated with 
questions from any 
audit, checklist, or 
form.

• A fix list manager 
where tasks can 
be identified with 
text and photos to 
remediate any issues 
found. ♦

Safe + Sound Week
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PPE Burn Rate Calculator 2 .0 now 
available from CDC 
The PPE Burn Rate Calculator 2.0 can help larger 
facilities respond to COVID-19. Healthcare and other 
kinds of facilities, like correctional facilities and fire 
departments, can use the tool to track and calculate PPE 
use. It has more options for users to enter and view PPE 
data, and more capability to meet the needs of large 
companies and facilities with complex inventory needs. 

To use the calculator, enter 
the number of full boxes of 
each type of PPE in stock 
(gowns, gloves, surgical 
masks, respirators, and face 
shields, for example) and the 
total number of patients at 
your facility, if applicable. 
If your facility does not 
treat COVID-19 patients, 
leave “patients” row blank. 
The tool will calculate the 
average consumption rate, 
also referred to as a “burn 
rate,” for each type of PPE 
entered in the spreadsheet. 
This information can then 
be used to estimate how long the remaining supply of 
PPE will last, based on the average consumption rate. 
Using the calculator can help your facility make order 
projections for future needs.

The original version is still available and may be 
preferable for smaller companies.

The PPE Burn Rate Calculator also is available as an app 
for both iOS and Android devices. ♦
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Question: What’s the difference between an 
immediate cause and a root cause?

Answer: An immediate cause is sometimes called 
the “direct cause.” The immediate cause is only the 
symptom of an underlying root cause of an accident. 
Eliminating immediate causes does not get to the 
real reason for the problem.

A root cause, on the other hand, is the underlying 
reason(s) why unsafe conditions exist or a 
procedure or a safety rule was not followed in the 
workplace. OSHA says root causes generally reflect 
management, design, planning, organizational, or 
operational failings. For example, a damaged guard 
had not been repaired, or failure to use the guard 
was routinely overlooked by supervisors to ensure 
the speed of production.

Incident investigations should focus on identifying 
and correcting root causes. Addressing root causes 
allows an employer to develop effective corrective 
actions and to minimize or eliminate serious 
consequences from similar future incidents.

Question: Who should be on the incident 
investigation team?

Answer: The incident investigation team should be 
made up of at least one person knowledgeable in 
the process involved, including a contract employee 
if the incident involved work of the contractor, 
and other persons with appropriate knowledge and 
experience to thoroughly investigate and analyze 
the incident. ♦

Expert Help: Questions of the Month

Next Month’s Topic: 
HAZWOPER

Hazardous substances, including hazardous waste, 
hazardous materials, biological agents, and certain 
substances regulated by EPA, pose worker safety 
and health hazards if not approached and dealt with 
properly. OSHA’s HAZWOPER Standard provides 
a framework for employers to implement to protect 
their workers from these hazards during certain work 
operations.

Answers to quiz on page 5: 
1. True; 2. False; 3. True; 4. False; 5. False
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