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Workplace Accident Investigation: A
Practical Guide to Learning from Incidents
Health & Safety · Published 6 March 2026 by Integral Safety Ltd · integralsafetyltd.co.uk/blog/accident-
investigation-learning-opportunities

When something goes wrong at work, the instinct is often to find out quickly who was involved and
move on. A proper workplace accident investigation does something different. It asks why the
incident happened, what allowed it to happen, and what needs to change so it does not happen
again. Done well, this turns an accident, or even a near miss, into one of the most valuable sources
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of safety improvement an organisation has.

This matters across every sector, from a warehouse forklift incident to a slip in a care home corridor
or a fall on a construction site. The principles of investigation are the same, though the detail of
what you look for will differ depending on your industry and premises.

Why Investigation Matters Legally and Practically
Under the Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations 1999, employers must have
arrangements for the effective planning, organisation, control, monitoring and review of preventive
and protective measures. Investigating accidents and near misses is one of the most practical ways
to show those arrangements are working, not an optional extra.

Some incidents also carry separate reporting duties under the Reporting of Injuries, Diseases and
Dangerous Occurrences Regulations 2013 (RIDDOR). Specified injuries, over-seven-day
incapacitation injuries, certain occupational diseases and listed dangerous occurrences must be
reported to the enforcing authority within set timescales. Reporting an incident under RIDDOR is
not the same as investigating it; reporting tells the regulator what happened, while investigation
tells you why and what to fix.

A good investigation achieves several things:

Identifying the true root causes, not just the immediate trigger

Preventing recurrence, which protects workers and reduces disruption and cost

Supporting your RIDDOR reporting and your wider Management Regulations arrangements

Supporting affected workers through a fair, blame-free process

Surfacing systemic weaknesses that a single incident report would otherwise hide

What Should Be Investigated
Many organisations only investigate incidents that result in injury. That misses most of the learning
available. A mature safety culture looks at a much wider range of events, judged by their potential
severity.

Injuries requiring first aid or further medical treatment

Near misses with the potential for serious harm

Dangerous occurrences as defined under RIDDOR

Cases of work-related ill health, including musculoskeletal problems and stress

Significant property or equipment damage

Environmental incidents such as spills or uncontrolled releases

A scaffold board that slips but causes no injury can have the same potential consequence as one
that causes a serious fall. Treating it as a learning opportunity rather than a non-event is what
separates organisations that improve from those that keep repeating the same incidents.
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Who Is Responsible for Investigating
Responsibility sits with the employer, but in practice it is usually delegated to line managers,
supervisors or a nominated health and safety lead, with more serious incidents escalated to senior
management or an external investigator. Whoever leads the investigation needs enough
independence from the incident to be objective, enough authority to access information and
interview people, and enough competence in investigation technique to avoid jumping to
conclusions.

For minor incidents, a trained supervisor can usually run a proportionate investigation using a
standard form. For serious incidents, fatalities, or anything likely to attract regulatory interest,
many organisations bring in an independent investigator so that findings are not coloured by
internal relationships or defensiveness. Smaller employers without in-house expertise often need
external support at this stage, whether that is specialist consultancy input or training so that in-
house staff can investigate competently.

The Investigation Process Step by Step

1. Immediate Response
The first priority is always making the area safe and attending to anyone injured, calling emergency
services if needed. Once people are safe, preserve the scene as far as practicable, photograph it
before anything is moved or cleaned up, and identify witnesses while memories are fresh.

2. Gather Information
Collect physical evidence, take measurements, and interview witnesses individually rather than in a
group, which avoids accounts being influenced by each other. Review relevant documents including
risk assessments, safe systems of work, training records, maintenance logs and previous near miss
reports for the same task or equipment.

3. Analyse the Information
Reconstruct the sequence of events and separate the immediate cause, the thing that directly
triggered the harm, from the underlying and root causes that allowed that trigger to exist in the
first place. Structured techniques such as the five whys or a simple fault tree help avoid stopping
too early at a superficial explanation.

4. Identify Corrective Actions
Actions must address root causes, not just the symptom. Work down the hierarchy of control,
considering elimination and substitution before procedural fixes, and avoid relying solely on
retraining or reminders when the real problem is a system or equipment failure. Every action needs
a named owner and a realistic deadline.

5. Implement, Monitor and Share
Track actions to completion, verify they have actually reduced the risk rather than just ticking a
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box, and share the learning across the organisation, including other sites or teams doing similar
work. Update the relevant risk assessment and safe system of work to reflect what was learned.

Root Cause Analysis: Going Beyond the Obvious
Root causes are rarely about one person being careless. They are usually failures in the systems
that should have prevented the incident, and they tend to fall into recognisable categories.

Management systems, leadership commitment and resourcing

Inadequate or outdated risk assessments

Poor communication or insufficient supervision

Gaps in training or competence assessment

Unclear, unrealistic or unenforced procedures

Equipment that is unsuitable, poorly maintained or badly selected for the task

"Human error" is rarely a satisfactory root cause on its own. If a worker took a shortcut, ask why the
safe way was harder, slower, or less obvious than the shortcut. That question usually leads
somewhere more useful than blaming the individual.

Records, Review and Common Pitfalls
Keep a written investigation report for every incident investigated, including minor ones, covering
what happened, the evidence gathered, root causes identified, and the actions agreed with owners
and deadlines. These records support your RIDDOR reporting, help with insurance matters, and
show due diligence if your safety management system is ever reviewed or challenged. Investigation
findings should also feed into your periodic risk assessment reviews rather than sitting in a folder
unread.

Common pitfalls include rushing the investigation to close it off quickly, treating near misses as not
worth the effort, focusing on disciplining an individual rather than fixing the system, and letting
corrective actions drift without a follow-up date. Avoiding these traps helps prevent the same
failure repeating across different teams or shifts.

These principles apply just as much in manufacturing and engineering environments with complex
machinery as they do in warehousing and logistics operations with high vehicle movement, or in
construction settings where subcontractor coordination adds another layer to root cause analysis.

Building Investigation Capability In House
Many organisations want their own supervisors and managers to be able to run a competent initial
investigation without waiting for outside help every time. Integral Safety runs an Accident
Investigation training course that equips teams with a structured, practical method for gathering
evidence, interviewing witnesses and identifying genuine root causes rather than convenient
explanations.

https://integralsafetyltd.co.uk/sectors/warehousing-and-logistics
https://integralsafetyltd.co.uk/sectors/construction
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For serious incidents, or where independence from internal relationships is important, our accident
investigation service provides an objective, evidence-based investigation carried out by an
experienced consultant.

If you are based in Leicestershire or anywhere across the East Midlands and want to strengthen
how your organisation investigates and learns from incidents, our health and safety consultants in
Coalville can help you build a proportionate, practical process. Get in touch to discuss how we can
support your team.

Talk to Integral Safety Ltd
We are health and safety consultants based in Coalville, Leicestershire, working with
businesses across the East Midlands. If anything in this guide applies to your workplace, we
can help.

Phone 01530 382 150 or 01664 400 450

Email info@integralsafetyltd.co.uk

Website integralsafetyltd.co.uk

This guide is general information about UK health and safety law and practice, correct as at 11 November 2026. It is not
advice on your particular circumstances. The latest version is at
https://integralsafetyltd.co.uk/blog/accident-investigation-learning-opportunities.
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