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1.1 Introduction 
 
These resources are based on the unit RIIWHS301D Conduct Safety and Health Investigations. 

 
You will learn about: 
 

 Determining the investigation objectives. 
 

 Gathering information. 
 

 Evaluating information. 
 

 Identifying courses of action. 
 

 Preparing and presenting investigation reports. 
 
 
 

1.1.1 Why Do We Need Safety and Health Investigations? 
 
Health and safety investigations are needed when an accident or incident has occurred that has either: 
 

 
 
 

 
The aim of a health and safety investigation is to identify exactly what caused an 
accident and allow you put measures in place to prevent the incident happening 
again. 
 
Every investigation should have the prevention of a repeat incident as one of the 
main goals. However, sometimes the causes of an incident are a combination of 
factors that would not have led to an accident by themselves.  
 
The investigation should determine all the actions and how each individual 
action worked together to cause the incident. 
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1.2 Procedures and Documentation 
 
All health and safety investigations need to follow the guidelines set out in workplace procedures and documentation. 
These procedures and documentation are developed to meet different legislative requirements.  
 
By following the procedures and documents you can make sure your health and 
safety investigations (and any other work that you do) are compliant (this means 
it follows the rules to achieve the right outcome). 
 
 
 
Procedures and documentation will be based on the following: 
 

Acts These are laws that you have to follow. 

Regulations These explain what the law means. 

Codes of Practice These are instructions on how to follow the law, based on industry standards. 

Australian Standards These tell you what the minimum requirement is for a job, product or hazard. 

 
Some states use OHS laws, and other states use WHS laws. They both talk about the same thing, but use different words 
or names for people. If you have any questions about safety rules you should talk to your boss or supervisor. 
 
 
 

1.2.1 Site Risk Management Processes 
 
Risk management is the process of reducing or managing the risks associated with hazards. 

 
The risk management process aims to: 
 

 Identify the risks or hazards. 
 

 Estimate the likelihood of an incident, situation or accident. 
 

 Identify the consequences. 

 
 Work out the level of the risk. 

 
 Identify treatments to reduce the risk. 

 
 Implement controls to manage hazards. 

 
Although every site should conduct the risk management process, incidents and accidents can still occur. When they do 
occur, it is essential that a safety and health investigation is conducted. 
 
Through the process of the investigation you may be looking at parts of the risk management process to identify the 
cause of the incident or accident. 
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1.3 Determine the Scope of the Investigation 
 
The scope of the investigation is all of the things you are looking at that surround or contributed to the incident or 
accident happening. This could include: 
 

Surrounding Factor Explanation of Possible Impact 

Policies, Procedures 
and Systems 

You will need to look at these to work out if there is a failure in the way safety systems and 
instructions control hazards and reduce risks. This includes looking at the instructions for 
completing tasks and seeing if they provide enough guidance to personnel, or if they match the 
way tasks are actually completed (i.e. are they up to date, relevant and accurate?). 

Environment, 
Location or Site 

You will need to look at the physical location where the incident, accident or near miss 
occurred. Were there other unplanned or unexpected factors that contributed to the incident 
occurring? Had all of the correct safety measures been taken to ensure the work environment 
was as safe as possible? 

Equipment 
The equipment relating to the incident will need to be investigated to see if there was a fault or 
misuse that contributed to the incident. Was it the right equipment for the job? Was it being 
used properly? Was it faulty? Did it meet all safety requirements? 

Personnel 
You will need to talk to everyone involved in the incident as well as identifying anybody who 
may have contributed to the incident without realizing or being present at the time. 

 
 
 
Determining the scope of an individual investigation will allow all personnel involved to plan and organise the 
requirements for the investigation.  
 
This will include being able to plan the steps required, organising your time and that of the investigation team, and the 
resources available to you. 

 
Determining the scope of an investigation could also include: 
 

 Reading or preparing background information. 
 

 Preparing or reading briefing notes. 
 

 Reviewing legislation and regulations. 
 

 Compiling documentation. 
 

 Reviewing procedures and processes. 
 

 Identifying industry standards, requirements and desirable outcomes. 
 

Determining the scope of the investigation will also assist you to ensure that the pre and post-incident timeframe is 
considered, and that this is consistent with legislative requirements and site standards. 
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1.3.1 Investigation Objectives 
 
Once you have determined the scope of the investigation, you will need to determine the objectives of the investigation. 

To do this, you will need to see what information is available and identify any factors that may interrupt the investigation. 
 
There are 5 main areas of information that must be analysed: 
 

Area for Analysis Factors to Look at 

1. People 
Management, the people in the workplace, sub-contractors, visitors, general 
public, and others involved. 

2. Environment 
The work environment or the way that people interact with their work 
surroundings. Sometimes the ergonomics of the work area may be looked at. 

3. Procedures 
The way tasks are formulated and applied in the workplace. This can range 
from simple instructions through to complex directives. 

4. Equipment 
Any plant, machinery or tools that may be required in the workplace. 
Investigations may extend to the design of such equipment and the 
manufacture. 

5. Organisation 
The structural make up of the organisation, how supervision is applied, the 
nature of operations and other factors. 

 
 
 
As each workplace is different, there is no predefined set of objectives that can be applied to an investigation.  
 
Objectives of the investigation could include checking or analysing: 
 

 Policies and procedures. 
 

 Work practices. 
 

 Workplace culture. 
 

 Staff training, qualifications and skills. 
 

 The organisation of information. 
 

 Communications, record keeping and reporting. 
 

 Risk management processes. 
 

 Project planning or scheduling. 
 
You need to consider what has happened and plan out who you need to speak with and what you need to look at. As the 
investigation continues you may find that new information comes to light and further areas need to be investigated 
beyond your original plan. 
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1.3.1.1 Review the Proposed Objectives 
 

You need to compare your objectives with the proposed scope of the 

investigation before you start to make sure that: 
 

 Nothing will be missed.  
 

 You will have access to all of the information that you need to reach a 
conclusion. 

 
This will help you to track your progress and make sure you cover off on all of 
the requirements of the investigation. 
 

 
 
 

1.3.2 Ensure Objectives and Scope are Achievable 
 
When reviewing the objectives and scope of the investigation, you need to ensure that both the objectives and scope are 
achievable by considering: 

 
 Legislative or regulatory restraints. 

 
 Resource availability. 

 
 Timeframes. 

 
 Level of authority. 

 
 Workplace access. 

 
While every workplace will need to conduct an investigation into accidents, it is likely that the workplace investigation 
cannot occur until other investigations have been completed, resources sourced or the authority to gain access has been 
granted.  
 
 
 

You should never assume that just because the incident or accident has occurred in your workplace that you automatically 
have priority over resources to investigate, or the authority to investigate. 
 

Other agencies that may conduct investigations, which will take priority, could 
include: 
 

 Police. 
 

 Fire. 
 

 State based safety regulators such as WorkCover or WorkSafe. 
 

 Environmental protection authority (EPA). 
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2.1 Prepare to Collect Information 
 
Collecting information is the first task of an investigative team. To make sure this information is collected effectively, you 
need to plan how you will collect it.  
 
To plan out how you will collect the information you need to ask: 
 

 Is the information valid and relevant? 
 

 Is the source reliable? 
 

 Can the information be replicated if someone else collects the information? 
 

 Is the information based on fact? 
 
All gathering of information needs to be thorough and systematic. This will help to 
make sure nothing is overlooked and all of the required information is gathered 
properly. 
 
 

 

2.1.1 Sources of Information 
 
Information can come from multiple sources. Any reliable and relevant source should be considered when choosing 
sources of information for the investigation.  
 

Some commonly used sources of information include: 
 

 Manufacturer’s handbooks and operation’s manuals. 
 

 Legislation, codes of practice, and industry standards relating to dangerous 
and hazardous goods, environmental protection and WHS. 

 
 Quality assurance procedures, workplace operating procedures and policies, 

and individual and work area procedures and practices. 
 

 Safety Data Sheets (SDS). 
 

 Emergency procedures and rescue service publications. 
 

 Worksite safety management systems, communications and inventory systems. 
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2.1.2 Collecting Information 
 
Different methods of obtaining the information can include: 

 
 Interviews – Individuals are questioned verbally as part of the 

investigation process. The questions may be generic or specific 
depending on the circumstances. 

 
 Statements – Actual witness accounts of the events. These could be 

verbal or written. 
 

 Audio Recordings – These are often used in conjunction with 
interviews or verbal statements, but may also be used by an 
investigator as a voice prompt for later. 

 
 Photographs – Photographs are very useful for demonstrating specific 

aspects of the situation and can be relied on in court if necessary. Date 
and time stamps should be used wherever possible. 

 
 Scale Diagrams – Diagrams of the scene should be as accurate as 

possible to avoid confusion or misrepresentation. 
 

 Accessing Other Formal Information Sources – This could include 
research, referencing documentation, examining records or any other 
method that is suitable in obtaining information. 

 
 
 
 

2.1.3 Scheduling Information Collection 
 
As part of the planning process for the collection of evidence and information, it 
is important to set a clear schedule. The main benefit of effective scheduling is 
that it helps to keep backtracking and repeating tasks to a minimum. 
 
When creating a schedule higher priority should be given to: 
 

 Crucial information. 
 

 Information that must be collected immediately. 
 

 Information that needs to be collected with specific resources. 
 
 

 
 
Share your proposed schedule with any parties that you will need to speak with, 
or that you need to coordinate with to get access to information, resources or 
the site itself. This will give you the opportunity to make any changes to the 
schedule before you start instead of having to change it once the investigation 
begins. Changes to schedules can be costly and can cause the investigation to 
take much longer to complete. 
 
Once everyone is aware of the final schedule and timeline you can pass it on to 

the relevant people to make sure they are available when you need them. 
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2.1.4 Ensure Information Collection Methods Meet Requirements 
 
Before starting the investigation, you need to make sure the methods used to collect and 

examine information will meet the requirements of the investigation. 
 
In the same way that you check to make sure your investigation objectives and scope 
match up, you need to make sure the methods you use to collect and examine information 
will get the right result. 
 
You need to look at the way you will be conducting interviews and recording evidence and 
make sure your activities are conducted in accordance with legal and organisational 
requirements. 
 
 
 
In order to meet requirements, your interviews: 
 

 
 
 
 

When conducting interviews and communicating with the other personnel 
involved, it is essential that you speak clearly and in plain English.  
 
Actively listen to the responses you are given and ask questions to obtain further 
information.  
 
It will be easier to analyse your interview information if your interview 
recordings are clear and more in-depth. 
 

 
 
 

2.1.4.1 Post Traumatic Stress in an Investigation Situation 
 
As an incident investigator, you may find that some of the witnesses are suffering from 
various degrees of post-traumatic stress (also known as critical incident stress). 
 
Post-traumatic stress is a valid, relatively common reaction to incidents and accidents. It 
can affect anyone in the workplace and will impact different people in different ways. 
 
Due to the wide ranging effects and complications which can lead to critical incident stress 
attacks it is a good idea to ensure you have access to professionals who can assist with 
your investigation.  
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Common immediate effects of post-traumatic stress include: 
 

 Emotional instability i.e. hostility, rage, fear, irritability, impulsiveness, guilt, 
mistrust, phobias. 

 
 Difficulties in concentration, memory and following instructions. 

 
 Avoidance of people and places they associate with the incident. 

 
 Apathy or detachment from others. 

 
If you do identify someone who is suffering from post-traumatic stress stop the 
interview and arrange immediate assistance for the person. 
 
 

 
 
 

2.2 Maintain Site Security and Integrity of Evidence 
 

The site of an accident or incident will need to be protected for the safety of others onsite. It will also need to be 
protected to ensure the integrity of any evidence. You can establish and maintain site security through the use of: 
 

 Barricades. 
 

 Temporary fencing. 
 

 Signage. 
 

 Security staff preventing access to area. 
 

 Evacuation of workers from the area. 
 
Once the area has been protected you may need to provide comfort or first aid to any witnesses, victims or participants in 
the accident or incident. A trained first aid officer or area warden should do this, if they are available. 
 
 

 
Once the site has been secured, the witnesses dealt with, and the area evacuated, you may now need to organise 
engineering measures to ensure the long-term safety of the site. 

 
Engineering measures could include: 
 

 Removal of noxious or toxic materials and substances. 
 

 Stabilisation of ground. 
 

 Shoring of support beams. 
 
Initial responses to emergencies should follow a pre-determined plan that encourages the 
protection of people, prevention of spread, and protection of the environment.  
 

If preserving a life, or preventing an injury is only achievable by damaging evidence try to remember and document what 
was moved or altered and when. 
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