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Critical Incident Technique (CIT)

(a.k.a. Critical Incident Method)

Simply put, the critical incident technique is "a set of procedures for systematically identifying behaviours that contribute to success or failure of individuals or organisations in specific situations." (European Multimedia Usability Service) To begin this qualitative research method, researchers identify a particular activity to be studied, select observers who (preferably) have a high degree of familiarity with the activity, and provide uniform instructions and/or training to those observers.

Observers provide the researchers with anecdotal information on incidents that they perceived to be critical to the outcome of the identified activity; this is done in a real, operational situation or system—not in a controlled environment. Researchers may collect this data from observers using interviews, questionnaires, or forms for recording observations. An observer describes what led to a particular incident, indicates the behavior enacted and whether or not it was effective, and describes the results of the behavior. Researchers should beware of recollections that are vague or generic in nature. After collecting data on hundreds of incidents, researchers group these together into appropriate categories, building a taxonomy of critical incidents associated with the identified activity. From these categories, researchers attempt to identify specific situations and corresponding behaviors that tend to lead to successful or unsuccessful outcomes. This information can be used to 1) make changes to a system in order to increase the opportunity for success, 2) develop job requirements and evaluate job performance, and 3) develop training programs for specific activities.

Since its development over 50 years ago, CIT has been used in hundreds of published studies related to various fields of research.  In LIS and related disciplines, CIT has been used to study the effectiveness of librarian/patron communication during reference interviews (Radford 1996), the impact of bibliographic databases (Wilson, et al. 1989), and the effectiveness of user interface designs in general.  Significantly more research using CIT has been performed in the areas of health science (e.g., to improve the safety and efficiency of health care), psychology (e.g., to improve job performance and interpersonal communication), and service/hospitality industries (e.g., to evaluate the impact of critical incidents on customer satisfaction).

Strengths of CIT

· Focuses on observable, measurable behaviors in real situations—not artificial ones;

· Focusing on extremes of behavior that lead to success/failure makes for easier identification by many different observers;

· No need for direct observation by the researchers themselves;

· Categories of critical incidents and behaviors emerge from collected data;

· Vulnerable parts of systems can be quickly identified, which can be crucial in environments where safety is a significant factor (Jim Carpenter (OHSU) 2000).

Weaknesses of CIT

· Resource-intensive, in terms of training observers, collecting data on a very large number of incidents, and organizing that data into categories of incidents and behaviors;

· Inappropriate for analyzing routine tasks;

· Relies on observers to accurately recognize, remember, and report critical incidents;

· Observers may overemphasize incidents with negative outcomes.
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