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Investigative Processes 
&

Lessons from Tree Fatalities



Significant Incident/Accident Occurred
• People injured/killed

• Significant property damaged

• Events/activities significantly disrupted

• Incident occurred 

Investigative Purpose



Answers required
• OSH

• Insurance companies

• Employers/managers/supervisors

• Clients

• Victims

• Supervisor

Investigative Purpose



Investigation initiated

Investigative Purpose



1. Discovery of facts

2. Analysis

3. Conclusions/Opinions

4. Recommendations(?)

Investigative Process



Incident details 

What Happened - Overview?



Incident process/chronology

What Happened?



• Comprehensive

• Detailed

• Objective 

Discovery of Facts



Documentation
• Policies

• Procedures

• Contracts/specifications

• Photographs and materials (drawings, 

emails, letters, etc.)

Investigation



Tree/tree parts and site conditions

• Defects 

• Adverse conditions

Investigation



Reasonably discoverable prior to incident? 

Defects and conditions



Direct and proximate causes of incident 

How?



Directly and indirectly involved in the subject incident?

• Role and responsibility

Who?



• Education

• Training

• Experience

• Competence. 

Personnel Qualifications



Analysis

Diagnostic Process

• Process facts and evidence

• Order tests if required

• Formulate conclusion/opinion. 



1. Investigators shall be independent as possible
• In all matters 

• In fact and appearance

• Organizationally independent

• Maintain an independent attitude

Investigative Principles



Overriding duty of expert witness is to investigation
• Not client/supervisor

• Not advocate! 

Investigator Role - Responsibility



2. Investigators highly trained, experienced and skilled

Investigative Principles



3. All potentially relevant issues:
• Identified 

• Researched as appropriate

Investigative Principles



4. Investigations adequately resourced
• Financial

• Tools

• Materials

• Access 

Investigative Principles



5. All relevant physical and digital evidence
• Identified

• Preserved

• Collected 

• Examined as necessary

Investigative Principles



6. All relevant documentation:
• Secured 

• Reviewed

Investigative Principles



7. All relevant witnesses:
• Identified

• Segregated

• Thoroughly interviewed

Investigative Principles



8. Analysis of all material gathered during investigation 
• Objective and based solely on the facts
• Reliable methods to generate opinion.

Investigative Principles



Responsible personnel conform to Duty of Care?

Legal obligation for people and entities to act reasonably when 

performing tasks.

• Acts of commission

• Acts of omission

(includes investigator)

Guiding Question



• Consistently apply generally accepted practices and 

standard of care

• Tools and equipment

• Processes and procedures

• Use common sense/good judgement.

Duty of Care



Standard of Care

Level degree of care that a specific person or corporation should 

exercise within general duty of care

• Level of knowledge and ability?

• Training 

• Education

• Experience 

Level of Responsibility 



Negligence/Liability: Should person have known better?

• Do or not do something obvious/reasonable?

• Violate a standard or practice?

• Violate laws, regulations or contracts?.

Ultimate Question



Conclusions/Opinions

Defensible!
• Material evidence

• Logical processing

• Clear metrics whenever possible

At least 3 factual supports for each opinion.



Recommendations(?)

Not usually required, but sometimes requested

• Minimize future risk

• Reduce penalties.



Possess scientific, technical, specialized knowledge and proficiency

• Education/training

• Experience/Occupation

• Mastery of Knowledge/Skill

Expert Witness Requirements



• University degree

• Hands-on Training

• Research 

Education/Training



Profession or Job

• Repetitive experience

Experience/Occupation



Recognized Subject Matter Expert 

• Practices

• Tools/equipment

• Environment

• Injury/Damage

• Key aspect of case

Mastery of Knowledge/Skill



High-Level Communication Skills
• Know audience

• Why

• What

• When

• How

• How much

Expert Witness Requirements



• Voice modulation

• Body language

• Facial expressions

• Body movements

High-Level Communication Skills



• Honest/Truthful

• Ethical 

• Confidence.

High-Level Communication Skills



Step 1: Study

• Read 

• High-level education

• Training

Ensure learning from right people 

Unqualified sources will actually stunt your development. 

How to Become an Expert



Step 2: Practice

• Hands-on application of knowledge and skills

• Master the topic

• Requires time, no shortcuts

How to Become an Expert



Step 2: Practice

• Can’t become an expert just by reading 

• Experience deepens understanding 

• Fill in inevitable gaps in world’s best books or training programs.

How to Become an Expert



Step 3: Teach

• Requires a deep understanding of foundation of topics and practices

• Challenges you to expand and view from different perspectives

• Provides opportunities to improve communication skills

• Write articles

• Conduct training

• Provide presentations

• Formal or informal

How to Become an Expert



Root accident causes:

Conclusions



Never 1 or 2 - Multiple Errors:

• 6 to 8 + errors

• Cumulative

Most Common Conclusion



People

• Nonconformance with known standards/practices

• Inadequate qualification

• Incompetent supervision.

Most Common Root Cause
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