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VFIS Editor’s Note
Good accident investigation is a very difficult task to accomplish. We hope this

guidebook will help you conduct a good accident investigation and decrease 
accidents and losses within your organization.

Fatal accidents, serious injury accidents and significant property damage 
accidents are all examples of types of losses where important information as to
causes can be learned. These types of losses are also very sensitive from an 
organizational liability standpoint. Before initiating your investigation into any of
these types of accidents, communicate with your insurance agent or insurance 
company claims department to report the claim. The claims department will, from a
liability standpoint, request your cooperation with their investigation. This is to 
protect your organization’s time and resources.
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Overview

Each year, approximately 100 fire
fighters lose their lives in service to
their communities. An additional
100,000 fire fighters are injured on the
job. On the EMS side, it is difficult to
determine the exact number of injuries,
although it is believed that there are
approximately 100 EMS provider
deaths annually. All of these figures
include both volunteer and career per-
sonnel. VFIS, the leader in providing
insurance to emergency services orga-
nizations, believes that most of these
injuries and deaths are preventable.
One of the best tools that we have to
enable the prevention of injuries and
deaths is the investigation of all acci-
dents that occur, regardless of whether
a death, injury or serious property
damage was the result. It is in the
investigation, and specifically in the
information gathered during accident
investigations, that we may find the
solutions to many of the problems
which create needless losses.

Every accident, including minor
injury accidents and near miss acci-
dents, offers a potential lesson to be
learned. The unreported accident is
automatically a lesson that has gone
unlearned. When injury accidents are
not reported, their causes usually go
uncorrected. Thus the accident can
recur, perhaps causing a serious injury
or fatality. All accidents must be inves-
tigated to determine the cause of the
accident and to ensure that actions to
prevent recurrence are implemented.

This booklet has been developed by
members of the emergency services to
be used by emergency service organiza-
tions as a training aid and information
source about the investigation of acci-
dents. The booklet is not limited to the
investigation of vehicular accidents,
although they constitute a large portion
of the accidents experienced by the
emergency service community. In many
instances, it is necessary and prudent to
consult with your legal counsel and
your insurance company claims depart-
ment for advice on proper procedures
to use during an accident investigation.

Purpose

When accidents occur it is natural for
us to have sympathy for those affected.
Our society is made up of organizations
and individuals who spring into action
whenever misfortune affects one of our
own. The emergency services commu-
nity is no different. Whenever we expe-
rience a loss, we band together and
take care of the injured person or com-
fort the loved ones of a fallen comrade.
We pick up the pieces of the damaged
equipment, make the necessary repairs
and go back in service. We’ve got a job
to do and we must get on with it.
Perhaps one of the reasons we continue
to experience extremely high numbers
of injuries and deaths is because we are
so programmed to be sympathetic that
we overlook the causes of the events
that lead to injuries, deaths, and signifi-
cant property damage. Another reason
may be that for all our education and
"street smarts," we still don’t under-
stand the need for and proper tech-
niques of accident investigation.
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One common perception is that
investigation is the same as fault find-
ing. In some ways, it may be. For
instance, if the police are investigating
a case of fraud, certainly the key reason
for conducting the investigation is to
place blame for the crime on a particu-
lar person or persons. But a secondary
reason is that society demands answers
for not only who committed the crime,
but also how the crime was committed.
This is done so that we may learn how
to prevent future fraudulent acts. The
emergency services must begin to sepa-
rate these reasons for investigation as
they apply to the investigation of acci-
dents and near miss accidents.

The purpose of an accident investiga-
tion is to determine facts and prevent
recurrence, not to find fault or assess
blame. The investigator collects infor-
mation on how and why the accident
occurred, analyzes the information to
determine the cause(s) of the accident,
and helps to develop recommendations
to prevent the event or condition from
recurring. If the organization conducts
an accident investigation for the sole
purpose of assigning individual fault it
may:

• cause employees to view your safe-
ty effort as a punitive program;

• cause the safety manager (or acci-
dent investigator) to be seen as some-
one who is sided with management
against individual employees;

• create a climate of fear among
employees;

• diminish the ability to prevent

recurrence by reducing the quality of
information and evidence collected fol-
lowing a mishap.

It is important to note that the acci-
dent investigation conducted by the
emergency service organization
should not be confused with an insur-
ance claim investigation. The latter is
done to evaluate your legal liability
for damages and injuries and is con-
ducted by the insurance company.
Your insurer may guide your investi-
gation and request information that
was derived during your investiga-
tion. This is just one of the many rea-
sons why any accident investigation
must be done thoroughly.

A formal accident investigation is
conducted for all fatalities, serious or
potentially serious injuries and signifi-
cant equipment damage accidents. The
Serious Incident Investigation Review
is conducted when an accident results
in a fatality or potential fatality. The fol-
lowing guidelines describe the types of
accidents that should be formally inves-
tigated.

• An accident/mishap resulting in
personal injury or death to any party.

• Any accident/mishap which may
involve violation of a department poli-
cy, procedure or regulation.

• Any accident or mishap involving
the care or handling of a patient.

• Any accident or mishap which
involves a vehicle not owned by the
emergency services organization (or the
municipality) and has the potential for
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a serious claim. Serious claims can
result from any injury.

• Any series of accidents involving
the same person, especially where acci-
dents occur over a relatively short peri-
od of time or involve similar circum-
stances.

• Any series of accidents that occur
in a particular location.

• Near misses or "close calls," regard-
less of whether they resulted in actual
injury or property damage.

This guidebook describes the acci-
dent investigation process and explains
specific techniques an investigator
should follow to ensure that all relevant
information is collected, analyzed, and
reported accurately and completely.
Recommended practices for managing
an Accident Investigation Program and
associated record keeping requirements
are also included.

Objectives

Accident investigations are designed
to ensure that a safe workplace is main-
tained. The objectives of accident inves-
tigations are to:

• Provide a safe and healthful work
environment for every employee.

• Identify and document all accident
causes and develop corrective actions
to eliminate those causes.

• Implement all recommendations in
a timely manner to prevent accident
recurrence.

• Develop safety awareness so that

potential unsafe acts and conditions are
identified and action is taken to prevent
an accident.

• Aid in the ongoing development of
methods for properly and promptly
investigating all accidents, mishaps and
near misses.

Preplanning

The objective of any accident preven-
tion program is to reduce the likelihood
and severity of accidents and to mini-
mize the consequences of accidents that
do occur. The preplanning phase of
accident investigation is designed to
assist you in preparing the employees
of your organization for an accident.

Actions that you should take in the
preplanning phase include:

• Ensure that employees know how
to complete the accident report forms.

• Ensure that report forms and
Accident Scene Instructions are readily
available and placed in each vehicle.

• Develop a strategy for you and the
employees to use to discuss any acci-
dent with an investigator. This includes
preparing employees to use an accident
scene checklist.

• Ensure that employees know what
to do if they are involved in an acci-
dent. Written procedures should out-
line how accidents are reported to the
dispatcher and to your insurance com-
pany. Prompt reporting of any acci-
dents should be stressed.

• Establish procedures outlining
who, from management, will be
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required to respond to an accident.
Different levels of management may be
called upon to respond depending on
the severity of the accident.

As a minimum, in volunteer depart-
ments, the fire chief or an assistant
should respond to all accidents. In
career departments, at least the shift
supervisor and safety officer should
respond to all accidents. For accidents
with serious consequences (or potential
for serious consequences) it is wise to
include several layers of the manage-
ment structure as well as your legal
counsel in the investigation process. It
is important to recognize these needs
early and involve these other officials
in the process.

While the immediate supervisor of
the involved person may be assisting
the department’s safety officer with the
actual, hands-on investigation proce-
dures, a higher ranking officer may be
involved to assist with coordinating
investigation activities with other agen-
cies such as police or insurance repre-
sentatives. For example, at the scene of
a structure fire, a fire fighter experi-
ences a six-foot fall off of a ground 
ladder, but is not injured. His or her
immediate supervisor and possibly the
safety officer should look into and
report on the incident. This level of
investigation is adequate in this case. If
the fire fighter would have sustained a
broken back as a result of the fall, the
level of activity naturally should be
increased and elevated. In a critical
example such as this, it may be neces-
sary to bring in people from outside the

organization. Loss control professionals
from your insurance carrier, ergono-
mists or an attorney might be called
upon. It is imperative that emergency
service organizations train all 
supervisors to recognize which inci-
dents should be investigated and who
should conduct the investigation.

Accident Reporting Procedures

Each vehicle should be provided
with an accident reporting packet.
Drivers should immediately contact
their dispatcher and communicate
essential information contained in the
accident report carried on each vehicle.
VFIS is able to provide Driver’s
Accident Reporting Packets. (See
Appendix 1) Each packet contains
instructions for use, a pencil, Accident
Report Form, and witness cards. Obtain
a sufficient number of packets to equip
each vehicle in your fleet.

VFIS Driver’s Accident Reporting Packet.

Drivers should receive initial and
annual training on accident reporting
and demonstrate the ability to describe
the procedures, actions, and informa-
tion to be taken in the following cir-
cumstances:
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• Collisions involving the organiza-
tion’s owned or leased vehicles.

• Collisions with any object or 
person by vehicles being used on the
organization’s business regardless of
ownership.

• Any damage which occurs to any
company vehicle, whether moving or
parked, while operated by an 
employee.

• Involvement in any accident when
damage claims might be made, despite
the company vehicle not having made
contact with other objects or vehicles.
Minimum information that should be
gathered at the scene by the driver
includes names, addresses, driver’s
license numbers, car license numbers,
and insurance information of all others
involved, including witnesses.

• Mishaps involving patient drops,
toppled stretcher, patient care proce-
dural errors, etc.

Discoverability of Evidence

Evidence that is deemed discoverable
refers to evidence which may be sub-
poenaed and admitted into a court of
law during civil or criminal proceed-
ings. Generally, any information or 
evidence that is developed during an
accident investigation is discoverable,
unless its development was directed by
your attorney and is being maintained
by him or her as "Attorney’s Work
Product." This should not deter you
from conducting a thorough investiga-
tion unless your attorney or the insur-
ance company claims department

request you to do otherwise. A thor-
ough investigation is imperative to
determine the facts of the accident and
prevent recurrence. As part of the pre-
planning process, consult with your
attorney about methods you might be
able to employ to protect against the
admissibility of information and evi-
dence that is developed during an acci-
dent investigation.

Another part of the preplanning
process calls for the establishment of
procedures and regulations pertaining
to the dissemination of accident report
findings. Any dissemination of accident
report findings should be done judi-
ciously and with an eye toward protect-
ing against the admissibility of that
information during legal proceedings.
This should not deter the safety officer
from reporting facts about the accident
to members of the organization in a
timely manner in order to prevent a
recurrence of the incident.

All serious accidents and any acci-
dent that results in serious personal
injury, death or involves a third party
should be promptly reported to your
legal counsel and your insurance agent
or insurance company. The accidents
listed above can be summarized as
"serious accidents." All serious acci-
dents should be thoroughly investigat-
ed by trained personnel. Results of seri-
ous accident investigations and any for-
mal reports generated should be shared
with legal counsel and your insurance
company claims department. It is
important that organizations differenti-
ate between serious accidents and 
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non-serious accidents, and that only
serious accidents need be reported to
legal counsel.

In the course of the accident investi-
gation, all files, documents, and papers
prepared in connection with the acci-
dent investigation of serious accidents
should be stamped or clearly labeled
with the statement, "Prepared in antici-
pation of litigation." Labeling docu-
ments in this manner generally protects
their use as "Attorney’s Work Product."
This practice should not be utilized for
all organizational files, documents, or
papers, but should be reserved for use
only with papers associated with seri-
ous accidents which carry with them
the substantial threat of litigation. In
other words, the practice should not be
done routinely to all organizational
papers.

The organization’s legal counsel
should be sought to help prepare a
written policy on the subject of discov-
erability of evidence. All personnel
should be thoroughly trained on the
implementation of this policy. Prior to
interviewing accident participants or
witnesses, the investigator should
include a briefing on discoverability of
evidence and the protection granted by
proper use of the preparation for dis-
coverability policy.

The Investigation Process

This section describes a series of
steps that investigators should take to
ensure the needed information is col-
lected and analyzed to develop recom-
mended corrective actions to prevent

recurrence of the accident. Although
the sequence of events may vary
depending on the severity of the acci-
dent and the conditions at the accident
scene, an investigator should know and
follow the entire investigative process.

An accident investigation is conduct-
ed in five or six phases depending on
the nature of the accident and the
severity or potential severity of the
injury or equipment damage. This sec-
tion describes the steps an investigator
follows to collect the appropriate data
to analyze the cause of the accident,
both unsafe conditions and human fac-
tors, and develop recommendations to
prevent recurrence. The investigator
needs to ensure that all phases of the
investigation are completed to achieve
the primary purpose of a loss control
investigation, that is, to prevent recur-
rence.

Investigation Phase Objectives

Phase I: Control the Scene of the
Accident. The investigator’s initial con-
cern is to ensure that injured people are
cared for and the scene of the accident
is secured to prevent further accidents
and to preserve evidence.

Phase II: Collect Information.
During this stage, the investigator col-
lects information through observations
and interviews. The investigator col-
lects all the information needed to ana-
lyze and determine the cause of the
accident. Only when the appropriate
types of information are collected can
the investigator logically determine the
cause of the accident.



7

Emergency Services Accident Investigation: A Guidebook for Fire and EMS Organizations

Phase III: Analyze the Information
(Accident Analysis). After information
about the accident has been collected,
the investigator needs to begin to make
some preliminary determinations as to
what is the immediate cause of the acci-
dent and what may be the root cause of
the accident. Thorough and accurate
analysis of information is crucial to the
task of preventing the accident from
occurring again in the future. The
objective of this phase is preliminary
identification of the causes. Information
gained later may change the cause
determination.

Phase IV: Complete the Accident
Report. A complete and accurate
Accident Report is crucial to the inves-
tigation process. The report is used to
document the conditions and events
related to the accident. The report must
accurately and clearly describe the
events related to the accident, the caus-
es of the accident, and recommended
corrective actions to prevent recurrence.
The Accident Report is used to inform
all appropriate employees through ori-
entations and contacts of lessons
learned and to serve as a record to help
analyze the long-term trends in acci-
dents.

Phase V: Conduct a Formal
Investigation, If Needed. A formal
accident investigation is conducted for
all fatalities, serious or potentially seri-
ous injuries, and significant equipment
damage accidents. The formal investi-
gation is conducted as a meeting with
the investigator, high level manage-
ment representatives, attorneys, insur-

ance claims representatives, union rep-
resentation (if applicable), and the
employee(s) involved to ensure that the
investigation was conducted complete-
ly and that the recommended corrective
actions will prevent recurrence.

Phase VI: Follow Up on Corrective
Actions. The investigation process can
not be completed until the corrective
actions have been implemented to cor-
rect the conditions or human factors
that contributed to the accident. A sys-
tem for monitoring implementation of
the corrective actions is necessary to
ensure that the accident conditions can
be prevented in the future.

Investigation Phases

Phase I - Control the Scene of the
Accident. This phase of the investiga-
tion includes ensuring that the injured
person(s) receive prompt and appropri-
ate medical attention and controlling
the hazardous conditions associated
with the accident to prevent further
accidents and preserve evidence. If
interviews are not possible at this time,
the investigator should obtain the
names of the injured and the name and
telephone number of all witnesses.
Witness cards are included in the VFIS
Driver’s Accident Reporting Packet
(See Appendix 1) and should be com-
pleted for each witness.

Accidents should be investigated as
soon as practical after they occur. The
sooner the investigation begins, the
more likely the investigator will be able
to collect the necessary information.
Common sense tells us that when there
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is a time lapse between the accident
and the investigation, memory of the
events becomes diluted and witnesses
and victims simply will not be able to
provide a clear description of the inci-
dent. Depending on the nature of the
accident and the conditions of the
scene, an investigator should ensure
the following steps are taken at the
accident scene:

• Take control at the scene and con-
trol access to the site.

• Ensure that victims are provided
with first aid, notify dispatch, and call
for appropriate emergency services.

• Control potential secondary 
accidents.

• Preserve evidence from alteration
or removal.

• Investigate to determine loss 
potential.

• If the accident involves motor vehi-
cles and/or occurred on a public street,
inform the investigating police
officer(s) of your presence and explain
that you are charged with performing
the accident investigation for the emer-
gency services organization. Offer any
assistance with their investigation.

• Contact your insurance company
representative.

Phase II - Collect Information.
During this phase, the investigator col-
lects information through observations,
photographs, and interviews. This
phase is conducted at the scene of the

accident as well as at other times and
places. The investigator collects infor-
mation needed to analyze and deter-
mine the cause of the accident. Only
when the appropriate types of informa-
tion are collected can the investigator
logically determine the cause of the
accident.

When an accident has occurred, the
Safety Officer should attempt to inter-
view crew members and witnesses at the
scene.

Observation. Observation is a key
tool an investigator uses to collect
information and evidence. The main
purposes are to ensure that the condi-
tions at the accident scene are observed
and documented and to collect evi-
dence related to the condition for
analysis to determine the cause of the
accident. To accomplish these purposes
the investigator needs to:

• Identify evidence to collect, note
weather and road conditions, take pho-
tographs, and draw a diagram of the
position of the vehicles and any objects
that may have been involved.

• Collect operating logs, charts, or
records.

• Note identification numbers on
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equipment.

• Sign and date photos and include
dimensions on diagrams.

Photography. A picture is worth a
thousand words. Photographing the
accident scene assists the investigator
in preserving evidence that would 
otherwise be lost. In order to accom-
plish this it is essential that certain
equipment be available to the investi-
gator. The following recommended
minimum equipment is needed to
begin the investigation at the scene:

Accident investigation “kit.”

• Camera: 35 mm with capability of
placing the date on each exposure.
Also, consider equipping each vehicle
with a disposable model that can be
used until an investigator arrives on the
scene.

• VFIS Emergency Vehicle
Accident/Loss Investigation Report
Forms (See Appendix 2)

• Pen and paper

• 50-foot tape measure (minimum)

• Hand-held tape recorder

• Construction grade chalk

• Optional: Video taping equipment;
PolaroidTM camera

In photographing the accident scene
you should follow this sequence:

1. Start by constructing a diagram of
the scene. This is a working tool for you
to use at a later date. It will assist you
in reconstructing the accident scene
using witness statements and pho-
tographs. As a minimum, the accident
diagram should include:

• Magnetic north orientation.

• Position of each vehicle prior to
and after impact. For non-vehicular
accidents, note the position of involved
equipment such as ladders or power
equipment.

• Intersections, signs, lights, traffic
signals, etc.

• Witness locations and activity at
the time of the accident.

• Sun location.

• Environmental factors: Water, ice,
fog, etc.

• Location of personnel in emergency
vehicle and other affected vehicles.

• Include dimensions of distances
between objects, size of the objects on
the diagram, etc.

2. Begin taking photographs.
Photography of the accident scene
should follow these guidelines:

• Overshoot and under print - Take
as many photos as possible because
once the accident scene has been
cleared, you will lose the ability to col-



10

Emergency Services Accident Investigation: A Guidebook for Fire and EMS Organizations

lect vital information. You can decide
later what to print.

• Record the content (write it down)
of each photo as the exposure is taken.
A brief description of what you are
shooting will be important later.

• Be systematic about the sequence of
your photography. Take your photos in
the following steps:

Overall view of accident scene.

Close circle view #1.

Close circle view #2.

Detailed view.

• Overall view. Photograph the entire
accident scene from a distance.

• Key reference points. Photograph
permanent markers (street signs, build-
ings, land features, etc.) so they show
the relationship to the accident.

• Close circle view. Photograph 50
feet from the scene and focus on posi-
tion of vehicles, skid marks, debris, etc.

• Detailed view. Close-up pho-
tographs of personnel, vehicles, etc.
Pay particular attention to damaged
areas and items that may have failed
prior to the accident.

• Photograph direction of travel for
all vehicles involved at the time of the
accident.

Interviews

In investigating an accident, witness
reports are often the most important
tool an investigator possesses. This sec-
tion addresses witness categories and
interview techniques.
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Witness Categories
• Eye Witnesses: Persons who actual-

ly saw the accident/mishap or saw
anything relevant to the subject matter
of the investigation.

• Expert Witnesses: Technically qual-
ified persons who may be called upon
to give their opinions upon any techni-
cal question arising out of the acci-
dent/mishap.

• Other Witnesses: Persons who have
knowledge of facts that are relevant to
the accident or the investigation.

Interview Steps
An investigator’s primary tool for

collecting information is the interview.
The investigator needs to use effective
interviewing skills to ensure that com-
plete and accurate information is col-
lected. An investigator should be aware
that a person involved in an accident or
near miss may be emotionally dis-
tressed and might view the accident
investigator as someone seeking to
place blame for the accident. The effec-
tive use of interviewing skills can help
establish the cooperative attitude need-
ed to ensure that the information col-
lected is complete and accurate.

Crew members who were involved in the
accident should be interviewed in a
quiet, one-on-one setting.

The quantity and quality of informa-
tion collected during the interview are
often directly related to the investiga-
tor’s ability to conduct an effective
interview. The purpose of the interview
is to identify the events surrounding
the accident and try to determine exact-
ly what happened.

Interviews should be conducted as
soon as possible after the accident and,
initially, at the scene of the accident.
Delays in conducting the interview can
affect the quality and quantity of infor-
mation collected. However, an injured
person should never be interviewed if
the interview will delay medical treat-
ment or if the injured person is too 
distressed to provide accurate 
information.

Following is a model for the steps
that should be taken to conduct a thor-
ough interview.

1. State the Purpose of the
Investigation. The investigator estab-
lishes cooperation by stating that the
purpose of the investigation is to deter-
mine how the accident occurred and
how to prevent recurrence, but not to
place blame. The objective is to place
the interviewee at ease in order to gath-
er the information needed to complete
the investigation. Make it clear to the
person being interviewed that your
goal is to prevent this accident from
occurring again in the future. Assure
them that you are not attempting to
place blame on anyone for causing the
accident. Prior to interviewing accident
participants or witnesses, the investiga-
tor should include a briefing on 
discoverability of evidence and the 
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protection granted by proper use of the
organization’s policy on preparation for
discoverability of evidence.

2. Ask for a Description of Events
and Ask Follow-Up Questions. This
phase of the interview should focus on
the questioning and listening skills of
the investigator. Allow the person
being interviewed to tell you how they
saw the event. Try not to interrupt.

The types of questions asked during
an interview influence the environment
of the interview and the amount and
type of information received. The four
basic types of questions are open,
closed, probing and leading or loaded.

Open-Ended Questions. These ques-
tions ask for general information and
allow the interviewee to structure the
response. Open questions provide
information that the investigator uses
to ask other types of questions. This
type of question should not create a
defensive attitude because the intervie-
wee controls the response. An example
is, "Would you tell me how the accident
happened?"

Closed-Ended Questions. Closed-
ended questions are designed to limit
the responses available to the intervie-
wee. Closed questions allow the inves-
tigator to ask many questions in a short
time and are best for following up on a
response to an open question. This type
of question is appropriate when limited
or specific information is required. An
example is, "Do you believe you were
speeding?"

Closed-ended questions allow the inter-
viewer to hone in on specifics. If not
used properly, however, the rapid fire
questioning sequence can make the
interviewee feel like he or she is on a
witness stand. If the investigator uses
closed questions inappropriately, the
interviewee will have a tendency to
become defensive and resentful.

Probing Questions. These questions
are used to clarify information or gain
additional information. Probing ques-
tions are always based on the informa-
tion given by the interviewee, usually
in response to an open question.
Probing questions are useful because
they focus the interviewee’s response to
specific information. They can be used
to clarify a response or an inconsisten-
cy. An example is, "What method did you
use to check for clearance behind your 
vehicle before backing up?"

Leading/Loaded Questions. Leading
and loaded questions have a hidden
agenda and usually ask the interviewee
to agree with a position already held by
the investigator. An example is, "Don’t
you agree that the driving training you
received was adequate?"

The investigator, with the permission
of the interviewee, should tape the
interview. When the tape recorder is
started, the interviewer should state the
date and time, the names of the persons
in the room, the reason for the inter-
view and the fact that the interviewee
and all other parties in the room have
agreed to taping the interview.
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The investigator should start with an
open-ended question such as, "Can you
tell me what happened?" to get the
interviewee to respond. The intervie-
wee should not be interrupted until the
answer to an open-ended question is
completed. Then the investigator can
use closed-ended questions that require
a short answer to gain additional infor-
mation. For example, "Was there ice on
the highway?" could be asked to clarify
a point made during the answer to the
open-ended question. Closed and prob-
ing questions are appropriate for ask-
ing follow up questions to gain needed
information. The series of open or
closed-ended questions is determined
by the flow of information during the
interview.

When conducting an accident investiga-
tion interview, the interviewer should
look for body language that indicates a
defensive or uncooperative attitude.

During the interview the investigator
should be aware of nonverbal clues
given by the interviewee. For example,
if the interviewee displays facial
expressions that indicate a lack of coop-
eration, the investigator can state the
purpose of the investigation again. The
investigator should never have to
defend the purpose of the 

investigation. The investigator needs to
maintain an objective, professional
manner to ensure that the interview
achieves the intended results.

The following questions should be
answered as part of all accident investi-
gations.

1. What was/were the person/per-
sons involved doing at the time of the
accident?

2. What apparatus, tools or equip-
ment were involved, if any?

3. Where did the accident occur? (Be
specific including location, area, or job
site).

4. What was happening around the
work area? (External influences.)

5. Did the person/persons involved
know what the hazards were?

6. Was the person/persons involved
trained to do the task safely?

7. What contributed to this accident?
(Another work group; defective tool;
faulty equipment, etc.)

8. Was more than one person
involved? If so, who and how?

9. Were there any witnesses? If so,
who are they and what did they see?

10. Was the accident preventable? (In
the opinion of the persons involved.)

3. Verify Comprehension. The inves-
tigator should ensure that the informa-
tion being provided by the interviewee
is understood. Active listening 
techniques include paraphrasing and
summarizing. After asking a question,
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the investigator evaluates the informa-
tion and attitude of the interviewee. An
investigator’s verbal and nonverbal
reactions indicate active listening.
When interviewees feel the investigator
is not listening, they reduce the amount
of information given and can become
less cooperative.

• Paraphrasing. Paraphrasing is used
when the investigator states his or her
comprehension of the interviewee’s
response. Paraphrasing should be used
when the investigator feels the intervie-
wee has made a statement that clearly
needs to be understood by both parties.
An example is, "If I understand you
correctly, you were wearing your safety
belt?"

Take note that paraphrasing can also
lead to another line of questioning. If
the interviewee answers "right" or "that
is correct", the paraphrase serves as a
closed question. If the investigator’s
understanding was not correct, the
paraphrase serves as an open or prob-
ing question; thus, the interviewee
needs to provide additional informa-
tion.

• Summarizing. This technique is
used at the end of each topic and at the
end of the interview. The difference
between summarizing and paraphras-
ing is that summarizing covers all the
key points related to a specific topic or
the entire interview. An example is,
"let’s go over the events that led to the
accident." This technique is especially
useful when a great deal of information
is covered during an interview because
it serves as a comprehension check for

both parties.

When you feel you have asked all the
questions that are necessary, take a few
moments to verify comprehension. Tell
the person being interviewed what you
have written down about their descrip-
tion. Clarify any points that are in ques-
tion and correct those points that have
not been accurately recorded. A few
minutes spent reviewing the content of
the interview may save countless hours
trying to piece together sketchy infor-
mation at a later date. Inform the inter-
viewee that you may call on them later
to clarify information.

4. Discuss Recommendations to
Prevent Recurrence. Often the person
involved in the accident will have an
immediate recommendation as to how
it could be prevented. Prior to ending
the interview, spend a little time dis-
cussing recommendations to prevent
recurrence of the accident. This will go
a long way toward assuring the person
being interviewed that your primary
purpose is to do just that - prevent
recurrence. In discussing options for
prevention with the people involved in
the incident, you will be empowering
them to help establish policies and pro-
cedures to prevent such accidents from
occurring in the future.

5. End the Interview on a Positive
Note. Always try to end the interview
on a positive note. Thank the intervie-
wee for their time and cooperation.
Remind them that they have helped
greatly with the investigation process
and that because of their help, other
members may not have to suffer



15

Emergency Services Accident Investigation: A Guidebook for Fire and EMS Organizations

through the consequences of such acci-
dents in the future.

Phase III - Accident Analysis. Upon
completion of the interview process,
the investigator should have enough
information to begin to make some pre-
liminary conclusions about the imme-
diate cause of the accident and the basic
or root cause of the accident. This is
perhaps the most important part of the
investigation process because all
remaining components of the process,
and certainly the implementation of
corrective actions, is based upon a cor-
rect identification of the immediate and
basic causes of the accident.

The immediate cause of an accident
is the unsafe act and/or condition that
occurred. Unsafe acts are those acts
which were committed by the injured
individual or another individual that
directly led to the accident. Unsafe con-
ditions involve machinery, tools, mate-
rials, or building components that
cause an accident.

Almost any task that we undertake in
emergency service work can be accom-
plished in a safe manner. Conversely,
there is also an unsafe manner by
which to complete most tasks.
Following is a list of categories of
unsafe acts and some common links to
accidents in the emergency services.

• Making safety devices inoperable.

Aerial devices

Seat belts

Dead-man switches

Unsafe acts and unsafe conditions are
the two categories of immediate causes
of accidents.

• Failure to use guards provided.

Bench grinders

Power saws

Sharps

• Using defective equipment.

Power saw blades, chains

Hydraulic equipment

Fire hose (burst)

• Servicing equipment in motion.

Automotive

Power saws

Hydraulic equipment

• Failure to use proper tools/
equipment.

Using sledge hammer to break 
tempered glass

Using chain saw without guard 
for venting truss roof

• Operating machinery or equipment
at unsafe speed.

Apparatus incidents
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Hydraulic equipment

• Failure to use personal protective 
equipment.

PASS devices

SCBA

Helmets, gloves

• Operating without authority.

Freelancing

No partner

• Unsafe loading or placing.

Air shores

Cribbing

Rescue air bags

• Improper lifting, lowering, or 
carrying.

Patients

Ladders

Sharp objects (hand tools)

• Taking unsafe position.

Above the fire

Below unstable object

In hazardous atmosphere

• Unnecessary haste.

Apparatus accidents

Trips and falls

Station incidents

• Under the influence of alcohol or
drugs.

Apparatus accidents

Trips and falls

Unexplainable events

Fights

• Physical limitation or mental 
attitude.

Stress related injuries (heart 
attacks, stroke, heat injury)

Taking unnecessary risks

• Unsafe act of another.

Apparatus accidents

• Unaware of hazards.

Contact with power sources

Struck by falling objects

Exposed to hazardous substance 
or infectious material

As mentioned previously, in addition
to unsafe acts, unsafe conditions may
also be attributed as the immediate
cause of an accident. Following is a list
of unsafe conditions and how they may
manifest themselves in emergency ser-
vices work.

• Inadequate guards or protection.

Bench grinders

Seat belts

Open cabs on apparatus

• Defective tools or equipment.

Power saw blades or chains

Hydraulic equipment

Fire hose (burst)

• Congested work area.
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Too many personnel in an area

Cramped station quarters

• Poor housekeeping.

Trip hazards in station

Fire hazards in station

Poor housekeeping practices lead to
many accidents.

• Unsafe floors/stairways/etc.

Wet floors

Items on stairways

Narrow stairways

• Improper material storage.

Heavy items stored high

Hazardous materials

• Inadequate ventilation.

Carbon monoxide

Diesel exhaust

Take note that "carelessness" does not
appear on either list. Carelessness can
be attributed to many other items, espe-
cially those found in the list of "Unsafe

Acts." Quite often "carelessness" may be
a result of lack of attention to detail,
which may indicate either an attitude
problem or the fact that the person was
using unnecessary haste.

When the immediate cause of the
accident has been discovered, the
investigator then begins the important
work of determining the basic or root
cause of the accident. Determining why
the unsafe acts and unsafe conditions
were present is probably the most diffi-
cult part of the accident investigation.
Investigators must be prepared to face
some critical decisions with regard to
reasons why the unsafe acts and unsafe
conditions were allowed to exist.

Basic or root causes of accidents tend
to be programmatic in nature. For
example, let’s say that the investigation
reveals that the immediate cause of the
accident is that the driver of a fire appa-
ratus did not stop for a red traffic signal
during an emergency response. With
some further investigation we deter-
mine that the driver training program
does not specifically require that driver
trainees be taught to stop for red lights.
The basic cause of the accident may be
an inadequate and incomplete driver
training program. 

It is extremely important that the
investigator keep in mind that the rea-
son for the accident investigation in the
first place is to determine the cause of
the accident so that improvements can
be made and future accidents can be
avoided. In the previous example
involving the driver training program,
how do you think the training officer is



18

Emergency Services Accident Investigation: A Guidebook for Fire and EMS Organizations

going to feel when the accident report
is published and the root cause of the
accident is found to be an inadequate
training program? The investigator
must take care in determining root
causes so that positive results may be
achieved. This is not to say that investi-
gators should shy away from assigning
basic causes if they are going to "ruffle
someone’s feathers." To the contrary,
investigators must report what they
feel to be the truth. The trick is to report
the findings in a positive manner.

Following is a list of categories of
basic causes and some examples of
those basic causes as they apply to
emergency service accidents.

• Inadequate hiring practices

Physically unfit

Mentally unstable

Multiple driving violations

• Inadequate job placement.

Physically unfit

Mentally unstable

Multiple driving violations

Lack of education

• Lack of proper job procedures.

Inadequate SOPs, SOGs

• Inadequate job instruction.

Inadequate training lesson 
planning

Poor instruction

Lack of training resources

Poor skills evaluation

• Inadequate enforcement of work
standards.

Poor officership skills

Lack of officership training

Lack of upper management 
support of officers

• Inadequate preventive mainte-
nance program.

No written maintenance program

Lack of enforcement of existing 
program

Lack of resources (personnel, 
facilities, training, etc.)

Poor record keeping

• Improper layout or design.

Apparatus (ladders, hoseloads, 
storage)

Stations (stairs, exit ways, 
disinfection facilities)

Training facilities

Phase IV - Complete the Accident
Report

After gathering all the information
from the various investigative sources,
the investigator completes the Accident
Report. An Accident Report should be
completed for:

• All accidents involving personal
injury.

• All near miss accidents.

• Property or equipment damage
accidents.
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• Mishaps involving patients.

Accident Reports should follow the
format developed and provided by
your insurance carrier or one approved
by the company. Organizations insured
by VFIS should use the Emergency
Vehicle Accident / Loss Investigation
Report (See Appendix 2) for all vehicle
accidents. All employees who operate
company vehicles should receive initial
and refresher training on the proper
completion of an accident report.

For other types of incidents and acci-
dents, VFIS has a variety of forms avail-
able. They are included in the
Appendix to this guide.

It is extremely important that the
investigator take great care in complet-
ing the accident investigation form.
Keep in mind that the document may
become discoverable as part of a legal
action in the future. (See the section on
"Discoverability of Evidence".) The
investigator should be as thorough as
possible in describing what steps were
taken in the investigation process, what
statements were taken from individuals
involved in the accident or those who
witnessed it, descriptions of the physi-
cal evidence found, and how conclu-
sions were drawn.

As mentioned in the previous sec-
tion, the investigator should write the
accident report with an eye toward pre-
vention of future accidents, and should
avoid placing blame for the accident. It
is inevitable and natural that some per-
sons involved with the incident, espe-
cially those responsible for root causes,

will react defensively to the accident
report. For this reason, it is important
that upper management be given an
opportunity to view the report before
its findings and recommendations are
summarized and disseminated to per-
sonnel. Investigators must be prepared
to steadfastly stand by their conclu-
sions when faced with criticism from
those deemed responsible for the acci-
dent. Again, upper management must
support the idea of accident investiga-
tion for the purpose of accident preven-
tion versus placement of blame. If that
policy is supported from above, those
persons found responsible for accidents
will be less likely to be defensive when
faced with constructive criticism of
their area of responsibility.

Phase V - Convene Accident Review
Committee (If needed)

A formal investigation is conducted
for all serious injury accidents and near
miss accidents with high potential for
injury or significant equipment dam-
age. The formal investigation is a group
effort to identify causes and develop
recommendations to prevent recur-
rence. The Accident Review Committee
should consist of a supervisor, a repre-
sentative of management, the safety
officer, legal counsel, the injured, wit-
nesses, and union representation (if
applicable.)

The group reviews the accident event
as reported by the investigator and
seeks to establish the specific causes of
the accident. This process may take the
form of reviewing the Accident Report
developed by the investigator as well
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as reviewing applicable documents
such as company rules and regulations,
Standard Operating Procedures, etc.

The Accident Review Committee
need not meet to review all accidents.
The organization should stipulate in
writing which accidents need to be for-
mally reviewed by the committee.

Obviously, in cases of serious injury
and death, there is a much greater
chance of litigation. It is prudent in
these cases to seek outside help in the
form of legal counsel, and/or consulta-
tion with experts in the field of accident
investigation.

Phase VI - Follow Up on Corrective
Actions

For those conditions that could not
be corrected on the spot by the investi-
gator, a system for follow up on the
implementation of the corrective
actions is needed to ensure the accident
does not recur. Depending on the
nature of the recommended corrective
action, different levels of employees
and management are involved in
ensuring that the actions are imple-
mented.

Generally, the safety officer, supervi-
sors, or designated representatives of
management are responsible for ensur-
ing that the actions are implemented.
For example, management would be
responsible for ensuring that the rec-
ommended change in process or equip-
ment is implemented, while a supervi-
sor may be responsible for ensuring
that employees know and understand
the correct procedures, and are, in fact,
following those procedures.

Serious Incident Investigation
Review

The Serious Incident Investigation
Review is conducted after the investi-
gation of an accident that resulted in a
fatality, serious or potential of serious
injury, significant damage to equip-
ment, patient handling accident, or any
mishap that could result in legal action
or major insurance claims. This review
is conducted to ensure that:

• A thorough investigation has been
conducted.

• Any violations of policy have been
identified and recorded.

• Appropriate action to prevent
recurrence has been developed and
recorded.

The review is conducted by a team
consisting of:

• Management personnel, as directed
by the chief.

• Supervisor of the area where the
mishap occurred.

• Safety officer.

• Union representative, if applicable.

• Attorney.

The department should seek advice
from counsel with regard to requesting
third-party review of the Serious
Incident Investigation Review team’s
findings. In most cases, this is not only
prudent, but may also produce addi-
tional findings missed by the review
team.
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The chief is responsible for the
Serious Incident Investigation Review.
The safety officer or the supervisor of
the area in which the accident occurred
chairs the review process. Each mem-
ber of the review team critiques the
Accident Report and the investigation
process. A typical process is as follows:

1. Prior to the review meeting, the
safety officer or supervisor provides
attendees with a copy of the Accident
Report. The Accident Report must con-
tain all the details relating to the events
of the accident, including testimony of
witnesses.

2. During the meeting, the safety offi-
cer:

• Explains the accident in detail, cov-
ering all items in the same sequence as 
recorded on the Accident Report.
Photographs, sketches, models, or other
visual aids should be available.

• Defines the rationale for identifying
direct or indirect human factor (unsafe
act) causes.

• Defines the rationale for identifying
direct and indirect unsafe conditions.

• Defines the rationale for identifying
basic or root causes of the accident.

• Explains in detail the recommend-
ed actions to prevent recurrence.

• Identifies those responsible for ini-
tiating actions to prevent recurrence.

• Reviews the date for completion of
actions to prevent recurrence.

• During the review, the team mem-
bers question and comment on any part

of the report or the investigation. If
appropriate, the Accident Report is
revised to reflect changes resulting
from the review. Final copies are sub-
mitted to the chief within a reasonable
period of time after the review.

Managing the Accident
Investigation Program

Management is responsible for ensur-
ing that accident investigations are con-
ducted completely and documented
correctly. Recommended practices to
include as part of the system are:

• Provide overall direction and guid-
ance to the program.

• Ensure that Accident Reports are
completed correctly and in a timely
manner.

• Ensure that record-keeping func-
tions are performed correctly.

• Participate in accident investiga-
tions and Serious Incident Investigation
Reviews.

• Seek legal counsel when necessary.

• Keep legal counsel informed of the
status of ongoing accident investiga-
tions.

• Periodically audit the status of the
Accident Investigation Program.

Accident Report Process Flow

The steps of the accident report
process should flow as follows:

• Under the direction of a supervisor,
parties involved in the accident should 
complete a preliminary Accident
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Report before the end of their work
shift or otherwise as soon as possible.

• The Supervisor forwards the pre-
liminary Accident Report to the safety
officer or designee of management by
the end of the shift or otherwise as soon
as possible.

• The safety officer or designee of
management delivers the preliminary
accident report to the Chief.

• The safety officer and supervisor
review the preliminary Accident Report
for completeness and revise where nec-
essary. If needed, the supervisor and
safety officer will discuss the accident
with the injured or witnesses. If a seri-
ous injury accident or an accident with
high potential for serious injury
occurred, a formal investigation is con-
ducted at this point.

• The supervisor and safety officer
prepare the final preliminary Accident
Report.

• The supervisor and safety officer,
and the individual involved in the
mishap review the document and
either approve it or recommend that
amendments be made.

• The Final Accident Report is com-
pleted and is distributed.

Record Keeping

Keep in mind that any report made
of an accident investigation may be
required to support future legal or
insurance claims. Personnel should be
thoroughly trained on how to properly
and thoroughly complete all forms and

reports regarding accident investiga-
tions. The following records should be
used to document the accident and
maintained on file indefinitely.

• Accident Report Status Log.

• Accident Report.

• Accident forms used to collect
information.

• All statements, recordings, and
transcripts of witness accounts of the
accident.

• All photographs and diagrams of
the accident scene and personnel and
equipment involved.

• Medical reports of those injured
and autopsy reports (or instruction on
how to obtain autopsy reports) for the
deceased.

VFIS has included in the Appendices
to this booklet examples of a variety of
forms which may be used to record
information pertaining to accidents and
exposures. These include a Driver’s
Accident Reporting Packet (Appendix
1), an Emergency Vehicle
Accident/Loss Investigation Report
Form (Appendix 2), an Infectious
Exposure Form (Appendix 3), an
Incident Exposure Record (Appendix
4), and a Personal Injury/Illness
Investigation Report (Appendix 5.)
Users may feel free to make copies of
these forms or contact VFIS for copies.

Accident Report Status Log

To ensure that Accident Reports are
completed as required, the department
should maintain an Accident Report
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Status Log to monitor the timely com-
pletion of Accident Reports and follow
up on corrective actions. The status log
should include:

• Date of accident.

• Description of accident.

• Date accident report was received.

• Date accident investigation was
completed.

• Recommended measures to 
prevent recurrence.

• Date measures implemented and
name of responsible individual(s).

• Date accident file was closed.

Personnel Training on Reaction
to Accidents

It is important that line personnel
know what to do in the event of an
accident. The initial actions taken by
personnel involved in the accident can
make or break the investigation efforts
that will follow. Part of managing an
accident investigation program is
ensuring that personnel are trained and
know what to do in the moments after
an accident has occurred.

Emergency service personnel must be
trained on post-accident procedures.

The following points should be
included as part of the training pro-
gram for all personnel.

For Vehicle Accidents

• When conditions and/or regula-
tions permit, move to the shoulder or
side of roadway to prevent further
damage or hazards. Place warning
signs promptly.

• Ask someone to summon police (or,
if possible, request police assistance
through the emergency dispatcher),
and medical assistance if anyone is
injured.

• Give aid if needed.

• Keep calm, be courteous. Be help-
ful. Be cooperative. Don’t argue. Make
no statements concerning the accident
to anyone except a police officer. Get
the officer’s name and badge number.
Do not admit fault and make no
promises of settlement!

• Notify a chief officer or the safety
officer as soon as possible and inform
them of the situation.

• Report as soon as possible to your
supervisor. If the safety officer or other
trained investigator will not visit the
scene shortly, you must begin the acci-
dent investigation.

• Observe and identify the surround-
ings. The time to gather information is
at the scene.

1. Begin completing your VFIS
Emergency Vehicle Accident/Loss
Investigation Report form (Appendix 2)
on the scene. Fill in all the information.
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2. Obtain the name, address, and
phone number of witnesses or anyone
present at the scene.

3. Ask witnesses to complete and sign
witness cards (if provided) or plain-
paper witness statements.

4. Note conditions, weather, obstruc-
tions, warnings.

5. Write down complaints heard or
statements made. Note who made
them.

6. Obtain the name and addresses of
all persons injured regardless of how
minor the injury. Try to learn where the
injured will be treated and record this
information. Record the name and unit
number of EMS units used to transport
the injured. Be specific as to which unit
transported which patient.

7. Record the names and riding posi-
tions of all persons riding on the emer-
gency vehicle at the time of the acci-
dent. Record the name and telephone
number of the drivers and passengers
of all other vehicles involved.

8. Record whether or not drivers and
passengers of involved vehicles were 
wearing passenger restraints at the time
of the accident.

• Begin taking photographs of the
accident scene.

For Other Types of Accidents

• When conditions permit, stabilize
any equipment involved in the accident
where there is a chance for further
injury. If possible, lock out and tag out
any potential sources of energy associ-

ated with the accident or near the 
accident scene. If there is no chance of
further injury or damage, do not place
personnel in harm’s way. Place warning
signs promptly and deny access to the
area.

• Summon medical assistance if any-
one is injured.

• Give aid if needed and only if you
are qualified to do so.

• Notify a chief officer or the safety
officer as soon as possible and inform
them of the situation.

• Report as soon as possible to your
supervisor. If the safety officer or a
trained investigator will not visit the
scene shortly, you must begin the acci-
dent investigation.

• Obtain the name, address, and
phone number of witnesses or anyone
present at the scene.

• Ask witnesses to complete and sign
witness cards (if provided) or plain-
paper witness statements.

• Note conditions, weather, obstruc-
tions, warnings.

• Write down complaints heard or
statements made. Note who made
them.

• Obtain the name and address of all
persons injured regardless of how
minor the injury. Learn where the
injured will be treated and record this
information. Record the name and unit
number of EMS units used to transport
the injured. Be specific as to which unit
transported which patient.
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• Record the protective clothing and
devices that were in place at the time of
the accident. If protective clothing or
devices failed or were damaged, secure
the items in place and do not move
them or tamper with them.

Conclusion

We know that each year there are far
too many emergency service providers
killed and injured on the job. VFIS
believes that almost all of these injuries
and deaths are preventable. One of the
best tools that we have to enable the
prevention of injuries and deaths is the
prompt and thorough investigation of
all accidents that occur, regardless of
whether a death, an injury or serious
property damage was the result. It is in
the investigation, and specifically in the
information gathered during accident
investigations, that we may find the
solutions to many of the problems
which create needless losses.

We must learn that all accidents, even
the minor injury accidents and near
miss accidents that we may think are
not that vital to our understanding of
the causes of accidents, offer a potential
lesson to be learned. In that respect it is
not difficult to say that the unreported
accident is automatically a lesson that
has gone unlearned.

It is the hope of VFIS that this booklet
provides you, the emergency service
provider, with the information and
tools necessary to conduct thorough
and effective accident investigation
work.
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