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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Purpose 

To establish the efficacy of the critical incident technique (CIT) method, for the purpose of 
examining the relationship between competencies1 and the reasons for accidents and incidents 
involving construction plant operators. 

Objectives 

• 	 To pilot the use of critical incident technique with a selected sample of plant operators in 
the construction industry. 

• 	 To pilot the analytical procedures to be used in the interpretation of the data. 

• 	 To produce a report with recommendations as to how to use this methodology.  

To date, research has identified that issues of competence lie behind accidents/ill health in 
construction industry plant operatives (e.g. Choudhry and Fang, 2008). However, other factors 
may also be involved.  The extent to which competence, or the lack of it, is responsible for 
accidents/ill health is not clear. Little is known of the exact nature of these issues since much of 
the evidence tends to be quantitative material, which gives limited information. In order to 
explore these issues, a qualitative approach is proposed as it is the research methodology that 
can generate richness of information in context. 

The critical incident technique is qualitative in nature and thus provides a possible method to 
provide the quality of information necessary to understand the relationship between 
competencies and accidents/ill health. This pilot study will attempt to establish the efficacy of 
this method in determining this relationship for construction plant operators. The work is 
conducted in partnership with two other organisations, the Noordwijk Risk Initiative (NRI) 
Foundation, and ConstructionSkills. 

Methodology 

Using the critical incident technique, this pilot study concentrated on plant operators in two 
categories; excavators and dumpers. These machines have been identified as plant that is most 
commonly used and which attract a high level of accidents. The preferred method for this study 
was qualitative, based on interviewing. All interviews were audio recorded. The resulting data 
were subjected to content and thematic analysis. 

Results 

Two main learning points emerged from the pilot that illustrate the efficacy of critical incident 
technique for this type of work and working in partnership with external organizations. Firstly, 
the small numbers involved in the pilot mean that the data cannot be considered robust enough 
to draw firm conclusions. Secondly, indications are that there is a complex interaction of both 
technical and interpersonal skills that operate to help reduce/prevent accidents on construction 
sites. 

Overall, the eighteen interviews yielded the following: 

• Thirty-two critical incidents were identified from 15 interviews. 

1 Competencies refer to both the behaviours and the minimum standard required to function effectively (Hogg, 2008) 
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• 	 Only one of the 18 interviewees had personally witnessed a fatality; that was 20 years 
ago. 

• 	 Two interviewees gave third party accounts of a fatality. 

• 	 The interviewees gave accounts of 16 accidents. 

• 	 The interviewees gave accounts of 16 near misses. 

• 	 The interviewees were involved personally in 16 of the 32 critical incidents. 

Recommendations 

The following recommendations are proposed to move the research forward: 

1) 	 Critical incident technique is a valid tool for this work, as it can capture detailed 
information about incidents, and could be used in any further studies. However, it is 
essential that any interviewer who is involved in the process is aware of the nature of 
the technique and how to proceed. 

2) 	 Discussions should be held with ConstructionSkills, especially in respect of the 
Construction Plant Competence Scheme (CPCS) to gather data in respect of existing 
and new competencies that could be incorporated into any future studies. 

3) 	 There is a need to progress with this work in the construction industry to build on those 
competencies that the literature has shown is relevant, and that needs to be explored 
further. The competencies outlined from the present research, is one step in that 
direction. 

4) 	 Any future work needs to be clearly defined, especially in terms of the recruitment of 
the participants, such as determining if they have experienced an incident. Further, they 
must be comfortable to disclose information. 

5) 	 Boundaries about the research process need to be established from the outset. The HSL 
and the HSE need to firm up working relations with external partners so clear 
expectations and roles are put in place from the outset.  

6) 	 Due to the possibility that flashbacks may occur when the participants are recalling the 
incidents, it is essential that the appropriate ethical issues are addressed. 
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