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Investigating Common Workplace Injuries:

Alberta Occupational Health and Safety (OHS) has a
program called the OHS Prevention Initiative. The
purpose and goal of this program is to reduce the
number and frequency of injuries in Alberta’s work force
that stem from the following three priority categories [1]:
1.      Musculoskeletal injuries;
2.      Slips, trips, and falls, and;
3.      Psychosocial injuries.

Background

At the time of this bulletin’s writing, Alberta OHS has produced resources to assist employers in addressing
these types of injuries [2]; safety associations like AMTA take these efforts a step further by developing
resources aimed specifically at the trucking industry [3].

Read more...

OHS Prevention Initiative Incident Investigations

After analyzing Workers’ Compensation Board (WCB)
claims costs and total number of claims, Alberta OHS
decided that focusing efforts on the three priority
categories above can best help Albertan employers
improve their OHS performance. 

OHS management systems (OHSMSs) are meant to provide a company with a reliable and consistent method
for preventing injuries. An OHSMS is composed of multiple components like incident investigations, facility
inspections, and staff training; each of these can be continually improved upon to better address the
company’s unique OHS challenges.

This bulletin is going to look specifically at incident investigations and how they can be tailored to better
address the Prevention Initiative’s three injury priority categories.

This bulletin is going to look specifically at incident investigations and how they can be tailored to better
address the Prevention Initiative’s three injury priority categories.

Incident Investigations
In general, an investigation consists of four steps: managing the scene, collecting information, analyzing the
data, and reporting on the findings [4]. These will be briefly described in the following subsections.

Managing the Scene
The area in which the incident took place should be kept as-is until the investigator arrives. It may also be
necessary to contact either Alberta OHS or the Federal Labour Program, depending on how your company is
regulated, to report the incident and possibly wait for them to investigate and provide further direction.

https://www.alberta.ca/report-serious-injuries-incident.aspx
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/services/health-safety/reports/hazardous-occurrence.html
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While an incident scene should not be disturbed until all investigations (including those by a government
representative) are done, it is okay to disturb the scene to help the injured, protect others, protect property,
and if an OHS or police officer says to do so. Unnecessary people should be kept away from the incident scene
and steps should be taken to protect everyone’s health and safety around the scene.

Read more...

An investigator attends an incident scene to collect the information necessary to determine why the incident
happened. They also need to take steps to protect their own health and safety, so upon arriving at the scene,
the first thing they should do is survey the scene to ensure their own safety and that of others. Then, it is time
to collect information.

Investigations can only help an OHSMS if their findings are shared, and appropriate recommendations are
put into practice. Therefore, the final step in the investigation process is writing a report that shows how the
incident occurred, the process used to find the root cause(s), and what corrective actions can be taken to
prevent future, similar incidents.

Investigating Musculoskeletal Incidents
Musculoskeletal injuries are injuries to the muscles, bones, and associated soft tissues of the body. Such
injuries may develop immediately when someone’s body is subjected to a large force like when lifting
something too heavy or having a joint bend past its range of motion. They can also develop slowly over time
when people repeat tasks that cause strain to an area of the body, like a shoulder injury that develops from the
repeated movement of shifting gears in a truck.

Collecting the Information

Investigators should keep detailed notes and not discard any of them. Pictures, measurements, interviews,
and all other types of relevant information need to be captured as soon as possible so the investigator can
conduct a thorough and timely analysis.

Analyzing the Data
Once the investigator has gathered their data and left the scene, it is time to analyze their findings. It is
important to complete a root cause analysis as part of this step. A root cause analysis identifies the highest-
level factor(s) that led to the incident, not just the immediate problems. For example, a collision may occur
because a driver falls asleep, but the driver falling asleep is not the root cause. Instead, a root cause analysis
would try to find out why the driver was tired enough to fall asleep; perhaps the driver was recently put on a
different shift, is overworked, or has experienced a change in personal circumstances.

Reporting on the Findings

Once the report is written, it needs to be shared with management along with the suggested corrective actions.
It is also a best practice to share incident summaries with the workforce so everyone can see what happened
and learn from the incident. Anonymity and confidentiality must be maintained when sharing this summary,
and the investigation and its report should never be used to blame and shame.

Investigating a musculoskeletal incident often must be done without seeing the original incident scene. In a
repetitive movement injury (like the gear shifting example above), the individual may not complain about the
injury for quite some time and its possible the equipment or tasks leading up to the injury are no longer
available to the investigator.
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Investigators will need to be good at their interview skills since they will have to recreate the history of how the
musculoskeletal injury developed based upon stories and examining static equipment. Trust between the
investigator and those involved in the incident is crucial.

Read more...

Finally, always try to look deeper than solutions like training that focus only on worker behaviour.
Investigators should look for engineering controls that reduce the amount of physical force required for
people to complete their tasks, and professional development should include keeping up to date on industry
best practices and solutions. Yes, ergonomic training on task-specific topics like proper lifting techniques and
posture are important, but it is likely that a deeper examination of the workplace will reveal ways a task can be
modified so people aren’t in situations that led up to the injury in the first place. Examples of such workplace
modifications include ergonomic assessments of seats and workstations, redesigning a process so less
material handling is required, and using power-assist pallet jacks.

Investigating Slip, Trip, and Fall Incidents
Unlike musculoskeletal injuries above, slips, trips, and falls are single events that lead to a person becoming
injured by contacting the ground or other objects after losing their footing. Generally, people will be able to
report such an incident in a timely manner, giving an investigator the chance to view the scene. However, if
the injured person believes the incident was minor, they may not report the incident until they start
experiencing pain, at which point the incident investigation may not be able to incorporate a proper scene
examination. For example, a slip and fall on icy stairs may be reported days after the ice has melted.

There may be a scene to document if the injury was the result of a single body movement. For example, a
person may injure their back trying to lift an item and report the injury immediately. In this example, the
original item and surrounding area will be available to the investigator to document. In such a case, the
investigator will want to take notes and pictures that show how heavy the item was, how it was being grabbed,
and what pressured the individual to attempt such a lift alone.

Finding the root cause for a musculoskeletal injury often requires the investigator to dig into workplace
common practices. It may be found that parts of the work culture cause people to take risks by handling heavy
objects alone, not taking breaks, or not using material handling devices. Addressing a culture is challenging
and will require the commitment of those in positions of authority, from senior management down to direct
supervisors.

Scene management is critical after a slip, trip, or fall because it is likely the condition still exists after the initial
incident and others could fall victim to it. The investigator will need to prevent others from entering the area
and becoming similarly injured, and, due to the forces involved in a fall, head and spinal injuries should be
expected and proper first aid procedures followed (in general, this means don’t attempt to move someone
who has fallen and instead get competent medical help). The tasks involved in protecting others and tending
to the victim(s) are more important than documenting the scene, so the investigator needs to be able to
recognize this and balance scene management with scene documentation.
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For example, say someone falls in an icy parking lot. The first priority is to make sure the person is okay and
get whatever medical help is needed while making sure others don’t enter the area. But, once the victim has
been helped and the scene secured, it would be appropriate to take pictures and notes of the ground
conditions before salting and sanding the area.

Read more...

Investigators need to look beyond the injured person’s actions when determining the root cause. Yes,
someone may have forgot to put on traction aids and slipped on icy ground while securing a flatbed load;
however, not wearing traction aids would not be the root cause. If workplace pressures cause workers to feel
like they can’t take the time to put on a traction aid or that they are perceived as cowardly for wearing them,
culture and management issues are the reason behind such a fall.

Investigating Psychosocial Incidents
Psychosocial injuries are mental and physical injuries resulting from the psychological, environmental, and
societal factors affecting an individual’s psychological well-being. Psychosocial hazards and injuries are topics
safety professionals must address; however, this is an area of confusion and concern for many professionals
and organizations alike.  Investigators addressing psychosocial incidents need to address these incidents with
caution and be prepared to delegate the investigation to a specialist.

Slips, trips, and falls vary dramatically in the injuries they produce, so organizations tracking these events
should find ways to differentiate them in terms of severity. A fall on level ground versus a fall from a loading
dock are likely to produce very different injuries. Additionally, a person’s physical condition will have a lot to
do with how severe an injury will be; some may be agile enough to largely protect themselves from a fall from
a loading dock, whereas a different person could suffer disabling injuries from a ground-level fall.

Psychosocial incidents include bullying, harassment, workplace violence, and responses to traumatic and
stressful events. Poor management practices often contribute to or create these incidents, and corrective
actions should always be aimed at addressing system issues, not individual worker behaviours. For example, if
someone experiences bullying from a coworker it is likely not just the coworker who is at fault. A company
culture that tolerates bullying, offensive remarks, and harassment is also to blame.

When reporting on slips, trips, and falls, it is important to make corrective actions that account for changing
conditions. While a workplace hazard like a broken staircase step can be fixed and monitored, hazards coming
from housekeeping practices (like a crowded warehouse floor) and weather conditions (like intermittent rain
and snow) need to be continually managed. The investigator will need a good understanding of the
workplace’s operations to make recommendations that will provide protection for workers under all
conditions.

Investigators may not have a scene to manage in the same sense as other incidents. An interpersonal conflict
resulting in a psychosocial incident could take the form of a series of exchanges between two individuals over
a long period of time, and, once the investigation has started, the requirements to survey and document a
physical scene may not be necessary.
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It is important for investigators to take additional steps to protect privacy and identities during such an
investigation. An incident of harassment is something that should be investigated by someone trained to do so
and the details of the incident should not be shared within a safety committee the same way details would be
shared about a physical safety incident investigation. Due to the complexities in such an investigation, an
organization should only allow for such incidents to be investigated by someone competent to do so; this may
require outsourcing.

Read more...

However, psychosocial incidents are not always bullying and harassment events of such complexity and
sensitivity. For example, perhaps a delivery driver expresses anger at the end of their shift. If it is determined
they are frustrated with aspects of their job – perhaps they have a route that day that is so busy it does not
allow for breaks – these can likely be operationally addressed to ease some of the burdens of the job. This is a
psychosocial incident, and taking the time to investigate this driver’s concerns is a psychosocial incident
investigation that can lead to significant workplace improvements.

Summary

Unfortunately, psychosocial hazards and mental health concerns are stigmatized, and their acceptance is not
universal across workplaces. It may be necessary for workers and management to receive education around
these issues before a psychosocial incident investigation can be conducted.

The three priority injury categories identified by Alberta Occupational Health and Safety are areas in which all
employers should assess their OHS performance. As a result, incident investigators will benefit from
considering the subtleties of these injury types; doing so is valuable professional development.

It is also important for the investigator to understand that psychosocial injuries often result from other
incidents. For example, if a worker falls from a loading dock and is seriously injured, the injured worker, those
that witnessed the event, and those that hear about it later may all experience varying degrees of mental upset
and stress. The investigation of the fall incident should consider psychosocial concerns; furthermore, it is
possible psychosocial injuries may present themselves long after the fall incident investigation is complete
and require more investigative work to produce additional corrective actions.

Finally, investigators may need help identifying corrective actions and root causes for psychosocial incidents –
especially if they do not have a background in this area. Reach out to suitable people and organizations for
assistance and do not attempt an investigation when not competent to do so.

Further Information on Investigations
The information presented in this bulletin is important for safety professionals and business owners/leaders
alike. AMTA offers a course specifically on investigations called “Fundamentals of Investigation “[5]. Due to
the importance in understanding this material, this course is one of the mandatory courses for the Certified
Transportation Safety Professional (CTSP) and Coordinator (CTSC) designations [6].
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Need Help? Contact AMTA
AMTA can provide carriers with guidance on the information presented in this bulletin. If you have any
questions, please contact AMTA and our experienced staff will be happy to help. For your safety and
compliance questions, please email Workplace Support Services (WSS) directly at wss@amta.ca. 

For more updates like this on a variety of topics related to the trucking industry, please sign up for our eNews.
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