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Reporting and Investigating Incidents (Accidents) 

 
Key Points 
 

 Federal OSHA has begun recommending the term “incident” rather than “accident” in 
reference to job-related injuries, deaths and health problems. Many people interpret 
“accident” to mean a random, unavoidable event, yet nearly all worksite injuries, fatalities 
and illnesses are preventable, the agency argues.  

 When properly performed, incident investigations give employees and employers 
opportunities to identify worksite hazards and safety-program weaknesses. 

 Unfortunately, incident investigations often fail to determine root causes, stopping instead 
when immediate reasons are found (a crew member didn’t wear necessary PPE, for 
instance). Underlying causes of incidents nearly always include procedural, training and 
other safety-and-health program flaws. 

 When root causes of incidents are understood, employees and management can work 
together to develop corrective actions – the keys to preventing similar incidents. 

 
Employers’ and Supervisors’ Checklist 
 
 Focus first on getting appropriate medical attention to anyone injured. See the Handling 

Medical Emergencies and Jobsite Injuries safety article. 
 Encourage employees to report all incidents and close calls. Alleviate fears of disciplinary 

action and explain this information is needed so the company can make changes to help 
prevent future, possibly worse incidents. 

 Follow federal OSHA and any state/local anti-retaliation rules. Inform employees of their 
right to report work-related injuries and illnesses free from retaliation. Ensure your 
procedures for reporting work-related injuries and illnesses are reasonable and do not deter 
or discourage employees from reporting. Never retaliate against employees for reporting 
work-related injuries or illnesses. 

 Investigate close calls as well as incidents (accidents). For guidance, see the NALP safety 
article on Reporting/Analyzing Near Misses. 

 Follow federal OSHA and any state/local reporting and recordkeeping requirements. 
Federal OSHA requires you to report work-related fatalities within 8 hours of finding out 
about the fatality and all in-patient hospitalizations, amputations and losses of an eye within 
24 hours of the employer learning about the event. Your company must report these 
incidents even if it’s exempt from maintaining injury and illness records. (Companies with 
fewer than 11 employees are exempt from routinely keeping injury and illness records.) If 
required, record injuries and fatalities using federal OSHA’s Injury and Illness 
Recordkeeping forms. Beginning next year, you might be required to electronically submit 
this information. Learn more about federal recordkeeping requirements at OSHA’s 
recordkeeping page. 

 Be prepared to investigate incidents before they occur. Because incidents involving injuries 
are stressful and people will be busy dealing with the emergency, being ready is crucial. 
Formulate an incident-investigation program and create clear, written procedures and forms 
to accompany it. 
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 Know that, according to federal OSHA, an incident-investigation program should include an 
easy-to-follow written plan that covers: how and when management is to be notified of the 
incident; notifying OSHA as described above; who will conduct investigations and what 
training they should have received; timetables for completing the investigation and 
developing/implementing recommendations; who will be responsible for implementing 
corrective actions; and an annual program review to identify and correct program 
deficiencies and detect incident trends. 

 Review the program with new employees during their safety orientation and with all 
employees on a regular basis. 

 Create an employee-management team for investigating incidents. While investigations are 
often conducted by a supervisor, the most effective inquiries involve collaboration between 
workers and managers. Each group brings different knowledge and perspectives to the 
investigation. Your company should have established a safety committee – comprised of 
representatives from all areas of your organization – that identifies risks, reviews incidents 
and establishes annual goals for reducing hazards and injuries. Consider making this 
committee or certain of its members your incident-investigation team. 

 Understand that investigations that focus on identifying root causes, as opposed to finding 
fault or laying blame, are not only more effective at preventing future incidents, but also 
improve morale and increase productivity. This is because employees see the process as a 
demonstration of their employer’s commitment to a safe and healthful workplace. 

 Follow the four-step approach federal OSHA recommends in its Incident [Accident] 
Investigations: A Guide for Employers: 

 Step 1. Preserve/Document the Scene – Prevent evidence from being removed or 
altered by using cones, tape, and/or guards. Record the injured employee’s name, 
injury description, whether he/she is temporary or permanent and the incident date 
and location. Videos, photos and sketches also can be helpful in documenting the 
scene. The OSHA guide includes forms and instructions to assist with Step 1.  

 Step 2. Collect Information – Do this through interviews and reviews of documents 
such as equipment manuals, industry guidance documents, company policies and 
records, maintenance schedules, training records and enforcement policies/records. 
Conduct interviews as soon as the site is secure and safe. The sooner a witness is 
interviewed, the more accurate and candid his/her statement will be. Take notes 
and/or record responses. Interviewees must give permission prior to being recorded. 
The OSHA guide provides a checklist to help you gather all pertinent information 
and offers tips for conducting thorough interviews while reducing interviewee 
anxiety. 

 Step 3. Determine Root Causes – A conclusion that carelessness or failure to 
follow a procedure was the sole factor leading to an incident indicates underlying 
causes were not discovered. When a shortcoming is identified, the team should ask 
why it existed and was not previously addressed. Finding root causes requires 
persistence, typically by asking “why” repeatedly: If a procedure or safety rule was 
not followed, why not? Did production pressures play a role, and, if so, why were 
production pressures permitted to jeopardize safety? If safety training was 
inadequate, why had this not been addressed?  

 Step 4. Implement corrective actions – Institute systemic changes and measures 
that address the incident’s root causes. Senior management should support these 
program-level improvements. Know the investigation’s findings and how they are 
presented will shape perceptions and employees’ willingness to adopt corrective 
actions.  

 Create specific, written procedures employees involved in vehicle accidents must follow, 
and place a copy of these instructions in the glove compartment of every company vehicle. 
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Crew Members’ Dos and Don’ts 
 
Do: 

 Immediately report all incidents (accidents) and close calls. For more on how to handle 
close calls, see the NALP safety article on Reporting/Analyzing Near Misses. 

 Follow your company’s incident-reporting policy. It most likely requires you to report 
incidents to your supervisor or another manager.  

 If you are involved in a vehicle accident/incident while working, follow your company’s 
procedures. They likely include: calling 911; directing traffic as appropriate; attending to 
injured people (but not moving them unless they are in danger from fire, other vehicles, 
etc.); notifying company office personnel; gathering names, addresses, vehicle license 
numbers and insurance information from all those involved; and refraining from admitting 
fault or discussing the accident with anyone except police. 

 Understand the purpose of the investigation and interview is fact-finding, not fault- finding. 
Your employer is not looking for someone to blame. Rather, the investigation seeks to 
determine root causes, which are usually traced to safety-program failures. With information 
about what went wrong, your employer can implement solutions. 

 During interviews, draw sketches if that will help in explaining a situation. 
 Periodically volunteer to serve on your company’s safety committee and/or incident-

investigation team. 
 

Don’t: 
 Avoid incident/accident investigations. Your participation could be vital to preventing a 

similar incident.  
 Be anxious or nervous during incident-investigation interviews. Your employer and the 

incident-investigation team want to know about these incidents so they can help keep crew 
members safe. 

 Give false information or leave out information in an attempt to protect yourself or co-
workers. The incident-investigation team is not trying to find fault with an individual. It needs 
complete, accurate information in order to recommend changes in processes, procedures, 
training, etc. that will prevent similar incidents in the future.  

 Hold back your opinions during an investigation. When interviewed, openly share your 
thoughts about what could have prevented the incident. 
 

 
Disclaimer: This safety sheet is provided by the National Association of Landscape Professionals (NALP) as a service to 
its members. Neither NALP nor its employees/contractors make any representation or warranties, express or implied, 
regarding the use of or reliance on the information provided herewith, regardless of its format or means of transmission. 
Members assume sole responsibility for compliance with safety requirements. NALP is not responsible for and expressly 
disclaims all liability or damages of any kind arising out of the use, reference to or reliance on any information contained 
within this publication. 
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