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CRITICAL-INCIDENT TECHNIQUE (CIT)

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Industrial/Organizational Psychology, Human Resources
Management, Behavioral Science, Evaluation Research

1. Core Definition

The Ciritical-Incident Technique (CIT) is a specialized research methodology designed to collect
direct observations of human behavior in such a way as to facilitate their potential usefulness in
solving practical problems and developing broad psychological principles. Unlike standardized
surveys or attitude scales, CIT focuses intensively on specific, observable actions--or "incidents"--
that have demonstrably critical significance for a particular activity or outcome. These incidents
must be clear, detailed accounts of what an individual did that was either exceptionally effective
(positive performance) or exceptionally ineffective (negative performance) in relation to a clearly
defined set of objectives within a specific operational context.

At its core, CIT functions as a systematic process for gathering raw data pertaining to performance
variables correlated with irregularly successful or unsuccessful results. Researchers employing CIT
require observers, often supervisors, peers, or customers, to document not merely generalizations
about performance, but precise narratives detailing the situation, the behavior exhibited, and the
resulting consequences. This focus on concrete behavioral episodes allows researchers to move
beyond generalized opinions and instead identify the specific, actionable behaviors that
differentiate effective performance from ineffective performance in a given role or setting. The
power of the technique lies in its capacity to transform vague concepts of quality or effectiveness
into measurable and tangible behavioral descriptors.

The subsequent analysis of these documented incidents involves rigorous categorization and
examination. Information gathered in this structured manner is systematically sorted to determine
underlying key factors, common behavioral patterns, or systemic variables that elicit the reported
results. For example, in the context of organizational behavior, CIT has proven highly effective in
discerning the behavioral variables that contribute to employee motivation and loyalty, as well as
factors that might contribute to undesirable outcomes, such as employee dishonesty. By focusing
on critical junctures where performance deviated significantly from the norm, the technique
provides a rich, qualitative dataset that informs training development, performance appraisal
systems, and organizational design.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The origins of the Critical-Incident Technique are firmly rooted in the demands of applied military
psychology during World War 1l. The technique was formally developed and popularized by the
American psychologist John C. Flanagan, who initially used it to develop selection procedures,
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performance standards, and training programs for military personnel, particularly aviation crews.
The rapid expansion and specialization of military roles required methods that could quickly and
accurately determine the specific behaviors necessary for successful completion of complex, high-
stakes tasks, moving beyond traditional trait-based assessment.

Following the war, Flanagan formalized the CIT methodology in his seminal 1954 article, "The
Critical Incident Technique," published in Psychological Bulletin. He articulated the five
fundamental steps of the procedure, establishing it as a versatile tool applicable across various
fields, including education, clinical psychology, and, most prominently, Industrial/Organizational

Psychology. This formalization marked the transition of CIT from a military research tool into a
standardized academic and professional methodology used for job analysis, performance
evaluation, and developing criterion measures.

The historical development of CIT is significant because it represents a methodological shift away
from subjective self-reports and generalized trait inventories toward behavioral objectivity.
Flanagan's contribution provided a mechanism for researchers to gather rich, contextualized data
that were directly linked to specific performance outcomes, thereby increasing the practical utility
and face validity of psychological research in applied settings. This emphasis on behavior that truly
makes a difference--the "critical" element--ensured that research results were immediately relevant
for improving organizational practices.

3. Methodology and Implementation

Implementing the Critical-Incident Technique involves a highly systematic, five-step process
designed to ensure the collected data is both relevant and reliable. Adherence to these steps is
crucial for maintaining the validity of the findings and successfully translating observations into
actionable categories.

Determination of the General Aim:

The initial step requires clearly defining the activity or job function that will be studied and
establishing the overall objectives that define success or failure within that domain. This phase sets
the boundaries for what constitutes a "critical" incident. For instance, if studying managerial
effectiveness, the general aim might be defined as "successful fulfilment of team objectives
through effective communication.”

Specification of Requirements for Data Collection:

Researchers must specify precise standards for what constitutes a useful incident. These
standards typically include requirements that the incident must be observed (not hearsay), must
relate directly to the general aim, must describe the specific circumstances surrounding the
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incident, the exact behavior of the person involved, and the verifiable outcome or consequence of
that behavior. Furthermore, the researcher must identify appropriate observers--individuals who
are qualified by their experience and position to witness and recall such critical events.

Collection of the Data (Incident Documentation):

This is the core data gathering phase, where qualified observers report critical incidents. The
reporting is typically done through structured interviews or questionnaires where observers are
prompted to recall specific, recent examples of extremely effective or extremely ineffective
behavior. The quality of the data hinges on the observers' willingness and ability to provide rich,
detailed narratives rather than summary statements. The technique's success in organizational
settings, such as finding out what motivates employees to perform well or what makes them less
likely to steal, relies entirely on the thorough and honest documentation of these behavioral events.

Analysis of the Data:

Once collected, the numerous critical incident reports are systematically analyzed. This involves
inductive reasoning, where the researcher develops a set of categories and classifications that
effectively group incidents demonstrating similar behaviors or leading to similar outcomes. The
goal is to move from hundreds of unique narratives to a manageable set of empirically derived
categories that describe the essential behaviors contributing to success and failure. Statistical
methods may be used to quantify the frequency of incidents within each category.

Interpretation and Reporting:

The final step involves interpreting the established categories to develop performance standards,
training modules, or other applied tools. The results are typically reported as a list of behavioral
requirements for effective performance, often presented with examples of behaviors that fall into
the positive and negative poles of the performance spectrum. This output forms the basis for
interventions aimed at improving performance or addressing organizational issues.

4. The Nature of Critical Incidents

For an event to qualify as a "critical incident" within the framewaork of CIT, it must satisfy stringent
criteria that distinguish it from routine observation or anecdotal evidence. A critical incident is not
merely any unusual event; it is an event where the actions taken by the individual clearly led to a
particularly good or particularly bad outcome. This focus ensures that the collected data is
inherently relevant to the criteria of effectiveness being studied.

Specifically, a critical incident must possess three fundamental characteristics: first, it must be
contextualized, meaning the situation preceding the action must be described in sufficient detail so
that the behavior can be understood in its environment. Second, the behavior itself must be
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explicitly described--what the person did or said, rather than the observer's interpretation of their
motives or personality traits. Third, the incident must include a definite outcome, clearly stating the
consequence that resulted from the observed behavior and how that outcome related to the
general aims of the activity.

The contrast between positive and negative incidents is vital. By capturing both poles of the
performance continuum, the technique provides a comprehensive understanding of the full range
of behaviors associated with success and failure. For instance, in a customer service setting, a
positive critical incident might be the specific, extra step an employee took to resolve a complex
complaint, resulting in customer retention, while a negative incident might be a specific instance of
failure to listen to a customer, leading directly to a loss of business. This dual focus ensures that
training and appraisal systems derived from CIT address both what should be encouraged and
what must be avoided.

5. Applications in Different Fields

While originally developed for military and industrial settings, the Critical-Incident Technique has

demonstrated remarkable versatility across diverse disciplinary fields where the definition and
measurement of performance are critical.

In Human Resources and Management, CIT is indispensable for job analysis, particularly for
defining the behavioral requirements of complex roles. It is heavily used in developing behaviorally
anchored rating scales (BARS) for performance appraisal, where employee evaluations are tied
directly to specific, previously identified critical behaviors rather than subjective traits. Furthermore,
as the source content highlights, CIT is valuable in understanding organizational ethics and
motivation, providing qualitative evidence of the specific triggers that lead to positive organizational
citizenship behaviors versus detrimental behaviors like theft or sabotage.

In Healthcare and Patient Safety, CIT is utilized to analyze errors, near-misses, and instances of
exceptional care. By documenting the exact sequences of events leading to a surgical error or a
highly successful patient intervention, institutions can identify systemic flaws, improve
communication protocols, and enhance staff training related to critical decision-making under
stress. Similarly, in Education, researchers use CIT to identify effective teaching methods by
documenting specific teacher actions that lead to profound learning breakthroughs or, conversely,
specific classroom management failures that lead to instructional disruption.

Beyond these core fields, CIT has also found application in Market Research (analyzing
"moments of truth" in customer experience), User Interface Design (identifying specific critical
usability issues), and Cross-Cultural Training (documenting intercultural communication
successes and failures). Its strength across these fields stems from its ability to provide high-
fidelity, contextualized data that other quantitative methods often miss.
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6. Significance and Impact

The significance of CIT rests primarily on its ability to generate qualitative data that possesses high
criterion relevance and practical utility. By bypassing generalized attitude reports and focusing
strictly on observed behavior that determines success or failure, CIT ensures that the resulting
analysis is deeply rooted in the reality of the work or activity being studied.

One major impact of CIT is its contribution to criterion development. In 1/O psychology,
developing robust criteria for what constitutes good performance is often the most challenging
step. CIT provides an empirically derived, behavioral basis for defining performance, which is far
more objective and defensible than criteria based on subjective opinion or organizational tradition.
This objectivity translates into fairer performance reviews and more targeted training curricula.

Furthermore, CIT has a profound impact on training effectiveness. By identifying specific
behaviors (e.g., "The manager specifically requested feedback three times during the crisis") rather
than vague traits (e.g., "The manager is a good listener"), training programs can focus on teaching
and reinforcing observable actions. This leads to training interventions that are more precise,
measurable, and likely to produce desired changes in employee behavior and, subsequently,
organizational outcomes.

7. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its widespread utility and strong methodological foundation, the Critical-Incident Technique
is subject to several significant debates and methodological criticisms, primarily revolving around
subjectivity and administrative complexity.

The most frequent criticism concerns observer bias and memory reliance. CIT relies heavily on
the observers' ability to accurately recall, interpret, and report incidents that may have occurred
hours, days, or even weeks prior. Observers may unconsciously filter or distort memories, focusing
on incidents that confirm their existing beliefs (confirmation bias) or attributing success/failure to
internal traits rather than external circumstances (fundamental attribution error). Furthermore,
observers tend to recall highly recent or extremely severe incidents more easily, leading to a
skewed sample of critical events that may not reflect the overall frequency of performance issues.

Another major challenge lies in the definition and categorization of criticality. Defining what
constitutes an acceptable level of performance deviation to be deemed "critical" can be ambiguous
and culturally dependent within organizations. The subsequent step of analyzing and grouping the
raw incidents into meaningful categories is also highly subjective, requiring significant researcher
judgment and qualitative skill. Different researchers analyzing the same set of incidents might
develop substantially different classification systems, raising questions about the generalizability
and reliability of the final derived categories.
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Finally, CIT is often criticized for being time-consuming and resource-intensive. Generating a
sufficient number of high-quality incidents--often hundreds--to ensure representativeness requires
extensive commitment from observers and significant time for researchers to conduct structured
interviews, transcribe data, and perform the inductive analysis. This administrative burden
sometimes limits its application in small organizations or projects with constrained timelines,
favoring instead less detailed, but quicker, survey methods.

Further Reading

Critical-Incident Technigue (Wikipedia)
John C. Flanagan (Wikipedia)
Industrial and Organizational Psychology (Wikipedia)
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