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INCIDENT DATA

Incident data collection is an essential
component of risk management in experiential
programs. Incidents fall into two categories: a
negative outcome (injury, illness, property
damage, etc.) or close calls/near misses (where
significant chance for negative outcomes exist,
but do not occur). Collecting and analyzing
incident data allows a program to identify areas
of increased risks and take specific actions to
reduce those risks. Failure to collect or analyze
incident data leaves a program exposed to
significant liability and repetitive mistakes.

Safety science research shows that for every
single negative outcome significantly more near
misses occur. From a data analysis perspective,
this means that near miss data is an accurate
predictor of actual risk levels. Therefore,
incident data should be collected and analyzed
for both negative outcomes and near misses.

COLLECT

Collecting incident data can sometimes be
challenging. Staff may worry that reporting an
incident will have a detrimental impact on their
employment, even though factors contributing
to incidents do not just occur at the field level.
Modern risk management theory has shown
that when something goes wrong, it is likely the
result of interconnected failures throughout
different levels of the organizational system.

Organizations need to proactively build a
culture where prompt and systematic reporting
is seen as the best way to ensure that risk areas
are quickly identified and addressed. This is
possible when incident data are kept in
spreadsheets or databases that permit trend
analysis. For data to be legitimate, collection
must use standardized procedures and forms.

Paper forms can be used in the field to record
incident data. The information on these must
be transferred to spreadsheets or databases.
Staff should be educated on what incidents are
collectable and what data should be submitted.

IDENTIFY

The “Systems Thinking” approach identifies
contributing factors across all levels of the
system that combine to create a negative
outcome or near miss. Identifying these factors
is typically done by assigning them to a
particular cause. For example, causality can be
identified as based on equipment, environment,
or human contributing factors. Several peer-
reviewed causal taxonomies can help in the
analysis of collected incident data. Identifying
contributing factors provides a roadmap for
where to focus efforts. Should new protocols be
put in place? Is additional staff training and/or
better client screening needed?

ANALYZE

Data in spreadsheets or databases permit a
more accurate analysis than those on paper.
Program-wide risks can be assessed by using
graphs or charts of frequency and severity,
while descriptive statistics broken down by type
(injury, illness, etc.), population (clients, staff,
etc.), activity (hiking, canoeing, etc.) and across
program years can indicate trends and issues.
These tendencies can be countered with
specific action steps taken to mitigate risks.

This analysis should occur at least annually with
specific plans established to address any major
issues. This intentional analysis and action will
improve a program’s overall risk management.
AEE is working with leaders in the industry to
develop standards for incident data collection
to help experiential organizations understand
and implement best practices.
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