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Why I'm giving you this chapter...

For years, I've watched capable people across every part of an organisation, safety, HR,
operations, leadership, risk and frontline teams, carry enormous responsibility while
working with incomplete tools.

Not because they lack skill.

Not because they lack commitment.

But because most frameworks only teach what happened... not why it made sense at the
time.

That gap affects everyone:
leaders making decisions, HR navigating people issues, safety teams preventing harm,
and frontline workers trying to speak up.

That’s why I wrote The Art of Investigation, and why I'm giving you this chapter.

Better outcomes in any workplace don’t come from more forms or stricter procedures.
They come from people who can see clearly beneath the surface.

If sharing this chapter helps even one person sharpen their insight, prevent a conflict,
understand a decision, or stop something from going wrong, then it’s worth it.

And here’s the quiet truth most people don’t realise:
The individuals who rise fastest in their careers, in safety, HR, leadership or beyond, are
the ones who learn to recognise patterns others overlook.

This chapter is the beginning of that shift.

It’s been described as:
“The moment everything suddenly made sense.”

If you're reading this, you're already ahead of most people, because the majority scroll
past anything that challenges them to think differently.

I'm sharing this because workplaces evolve only when people evolve, and there is a
growing group of professionals who refuse to settle for shallow explanations.
If that’s you, this chapter is yours.



Chapter 1:
Laying Plans

The Foundation of an Effective Investigation

"Planning is not about control. It’s about clarity. A good investigation does not follow a script, it
follows a strategy.” — Bruce Walpole

Before an investigation starts, before any questions are asked or documents reviewed, something more important
needs to happen first: clarity. A good investigation doesn’t just jump into action. It starts by gelting its bearings. It
takes time to understand the situation and define the purpose. What you do before you act shapes everything that
comes next. Just like Sun Tzu said that victory is decided before the battle even begins, an investigation will succeed
or fail based on what happens in those early steps. It is not just about having a plan, but about how well the
investigator understands the system they are entering.

Sun Tzu’s Words: The Art of War Chapter 1: Laving Plans

Sun Tzu said: The art of war is of vital importance to the State.

It is a matter of life and death, a road either to safety or to ruin. Hence it is a subject of inquiry which can on no
account be neglected.

The art of war, then, is governed by five constant factors, to be taken into account in one's deliberations, when
seeking Lo determine the conditions obtaining in the field.

These are: (1) The Moral Law; (2) Heaven; (3) Earth; (4) The Commander; (5) Method and discipline.

The MORAL LAW causes the people to be in complete accord with their ruler, so that they will follow him regardless
of their lives, undismayed by any danger.

HEAVEN signifies night and day, cold and heat, times and seasons.

EARTH comprises distances, great and small; danger and security; open ground and narrow passes; the chances of
life and death.

The COMMANDER stands for the virtues of wisdom, sincerity, benevolence, courage and strictness.
By METHOD AND DISCIPLINE are to be understood the marshaling of the army in its proper subdivisions, the

graduations of rank among the officers, the maintenance of roads by which supplies may reach the army, and the
control of military expenditure.



These five heads should be familiar to every general: he who knows them will be victorious; he who knows them not
will fail.

Therefore, in your deliberations, when seeking to determine the military conditions, let them be made the basis of a
comparison, in this wise:

e Which of the two sovereigns is imbued with the Moral law?

e Which of the two generals has most ability?

e With whom lie the advantages derived from Heaven and Earth?

e On which side is discipline most rigorously enforced?

e Which army is stronger?

e On which side are officers and men more highly trained?

e In which army is there the greater constancy both in reward and punishment?

By means of these seven considerations I can forecast victory or defeat.

The general that hearkens to my counsel and acts upon it, will conquer: let such a one be retained in command! The
general that hearkens not to my counsel nor acts upon it, will suffer defeat: let such a one be dismissed!

While heeding the profit of my counsel, avail yourself also of any helpful circumstances over and beyond the ordinary
rules.

According as circumstances are favorable, one should modify one's plans.
All warfare is based on deception.

Hence, when able to attack, we must seem unable; when using our forces, we must seem inactive; when we are near,
we must make the enemy believe we are far away; when far away, we must make him believe we are near.

Hold out baits to entice the enemy. Feign disorder, and crush him.

If he is secure at all points, be prepared for him. If he is in superior strength, evade him.

If your opponent is of choleric temper, seek to irritate him. Pretend to be weak, that he may grow arrogant.

If he is taking his ease, give him no rest. If his forces are united, separate them.

Attack him where he is unprepared, appear where you are not expected.

These military devices, leading to victory, must not be divulged beforehand.

Now the general who wins a battle makes many calculations in his temple ere the battle is fought. The general who
loses a battle makes but few calculations beforehand. Thus do many calculations lead to victory, and few calculations
to defeat: how much more no calculation at all! It is by attention to this point that I can foresee who is likely to win or

lose.

What to Expect in This Chapter

In Chapter 1, we lay the groundwork for a new way of seeing investigations, not just as a technical process, but as a
posture you carry into complex, emotional environments.

You’ll be introduced to the concept of “Laying Plans”, the idea that what you do before the investigation begins is
often more important than what you do once it's underway.

We explore:

e The unseen pressures and assumptions that shape how investigations unfold.

e The investigator’s mindsel as a core tool of clarity and influence.

e Why rushed or reactive planning leads to shallow outcomes and how to slow down, tune in, and read the landscape
before acting.

e The difference between investigating events versus investigating systems.

This chapter challenges you to rethink your definition of preparation. Not as paperwork, but as perception. You'll be
invited to reflect on how your presence, beliefs, and biases shape the space before the first question is even asked.

By the end of this chapter, you’ll understand that the first step in any great investigation is not external, it’s
internal.



FROM PRINCIPLE
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Applying Sun Tzu to Investigation

Clarity Comes Before Control

The moment you are handed a new investigation, your mindset is already influencing the outcome. Before you speak
to a single person or review a single document, the way you think about the task is shaping your next move. If you
step in too quickly, without understanding what is truly at stake, who the key players are, and how the wider system
operates, then you are not leading the process. You are reacting to it. The most capable investigators know that clarity
al the start does not mean having all the answers. It means defining your purpose, understanding the practical
boundaries, and identifying the political realities that will shape what you find and how far you can go.

You need to be clear on what triggered the investigation, who has a vested interest in the outcome, and what a
successful result looks like from multiple perspectives, the organisation, the individuals involved, and the broader
system. That includes recognising pressures like executive expectations, tight timeframes, contractual limits, or
fractured team dynamics. If you do not ask these questions early, you will be walking in blind, vulnerable to
influence, and at risk of chasing the wrong threads.

This is where many investigations go off track, often in the first couple of days. There is pressure to start gathering
evidence immediately, to show progress, to demonstrate action. But without a shared understanding of the central
question and why it matters, you risk collecting information that looks impressive but answers nothing of real value.
If you cannot write down the investigation question in clear, concise terms and explain it in a way others understand,
you are not ready to proceed.

Sun Tzu reminds us that victory begins with calculation. In investigations, your calculation is your clarity. It is how
you define your purpose, assess the landscape, and plan your posture. If you skip this step, you are not guiding the
investigation. You have become part of the noise, part of the uncertainty others are already feeling. Good
investigations begin with clarity of mind, clarity of role, and clarity of aim. Everything else builds from there.

Case Study — Deepwater Horizon Blowout, 2010

The Deepwaler Horizon disaster showed what happens when critical warning signs are met with action but no shared
clarity of purpose. In the days leading up to the blowout, failed well integrity tests and other anomalies were
recorded. Yet instead of pausing to define the central question, is this well safe to continue operating? different
players focused on protecting their own responsibilities. BP, Transocean, and Halliburton all reacted in parallel but
not in alignment. The US National Commission later concluded that the absence of a clear investigative mindset at the
oulset allowed each party’s assumptions and blind spots to compound. The result was [ragmented decision-making at
the very moment unified clarity was most needed, leading to one of the worst environmental disasters in history.

Investigatlive Lesson: Early clarity is not aboul having every fact. It is about asking the right framing question and
agreeing on purpose before the noise begins. Without that, evidence becomes activity without direction, and activity

without direction breeds disaster.

Source: National Commission on the BP Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill, 2011
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Illustration of the Deepwater Horizon disaster, showing fragmented decision-making and absent clarity. Based on the National Commission on the BP
Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill (2011).

Know Your Environment Before You Act

Every investigation unfolds within a broader system. That system might be organisational, legal, political, social, or
all of the above. You are never operating in isolation, no matter how straightforward the task appears. The moment
you step into an investigation, you are stepping into a network of interests, pressures, and relationships.
Understanding this environment is not about taking sides or compromising your objectivity. It is about recognising
the real-world dynamics that will shape the information you receive, the cooperation you are given, and the
conclusions you are able to draw.

Before you begin, stop and ask yourself: who initiated this investigation, and what is driving their concern? Is this a
genuine effort to improve safely and systems, or are there deeper legal, reputational, or industrial issues at play? Is
someone trying to protect the organisation's image? Is there an internal conflict or recent history that is influencing
how this event is being viewed? The answers will not always be clear, but you must learn to look for signs early.

Sometimes the drivers are obvious, such as regulatory scrutiny or media attention. Other times, they are subtle.
There may be fear within the team, distrust of leadership, or a previous unresolved incident that shapes how people
engage. You might find that different departments have different versions of the same event. These tensions are not
distractions. They are part of the investigative landscape.

Failing to recognise the surrounding environment leads to poor decisions. You may follow the wrong leads,
misunderstand key relationships, or miss the significance of what is said, or not said, in interviews. Some
investigators are drawn in by confident narratives, polished reports, or what seems like straightforward logic. But
when you scratch the surface, you realise the investigation is sitting on top of a minefield of internal politics or
unspoken agendas.

Sun Tzu reminds us to understand Heaven and Earth, the influence of time, terrain, and distance, before choosing a
path. As an investigator, your job is not just to gather facts, but to navigate the system you are working within. This
does not mean you must agree with the forces around you, but you must account for them. Investigations do not
happen in theory. They happen in real organisations, with real consequences, and real pressures. The sooner you
understand the system, the more effective your process will be.

Case Study — Challenger Space Shultle Disaster, 1986

The investigation into the Challenger explosion showed how organisational and political environments shape what
investigators will find. Prior to launch, engineers raised concerns about the O-ring seals under cold weather
conditions. These warnings were not acted on because NASA’s culture, combined with pressure to meet a politically
driven launch schedule, muted escalation. When the shuttle failed, the Rogers Commission discovered that the
technical problem was only part of the story. The deeper cause was the system itself, a culture where dissenting
voices were sidelined, and external expectations dictated internal risk decisions.

Investigative Lesson: Every investigation exists within a system. If you ignore that system, you miss the real drivers
of failure. Looking only at technical facts can give you the “what,” but only by understanding the environment can you

uncover the “why.”

Source: Rogers Commission Report, 1986
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Illustration of the Challenger disaster, showing how culture and political pressure muted engineers’ warnings. Based on the Rogers Commission Report (1986).



Define Your Purpose Out Loud

Investigations are frequently undermined by vagueness. When the purpose of the investigation is not
clearly stated from the outset, it will inevitably be shaped by others, often those with the most
influence, the strongest opinions, or the loudest voices in the room. If you do not define the purpose,
the scope, and your role early, someone else will. And once that narrative takes hold, it becomes
difficult to redirect without confusion or conflict.

Clarity is not a luxury, it is a starting condition. You must define the scope of the investigation in plain
language. Make it clear what you are examining, what you are not, and why those boundaries exist.
Define your authority and your limits. Explain how far your reach goes, who you will be speaking with,
and what process you will follow. Once you have defined it, communicate it. Speak it aloud to your
sponsor, write it down for your stakeholders, and carry it with you when speaking to those involved.
People need to know that the investigation has structure. Without it, they will fill the gaps with
assumptions.

Itis also important to understand what kind of investigation you are conducting. Is it a fact-finding
mission with a limited scope? A root cause analysis looking at systemic contributors? A compliance
audit to determine whether regulatory requirements were met? Each one carries different expectations,
uses different tools, and produces different outcomes. If you are unsure which type of investigation you
are conducting, then the people you are working with will be unsure too. And when confusion exists,
doubt grows. Trust diminishes. Participation declines.

Are you focusing on one incident, or are you exploring a pattern of behaviour or decision-making? Are
you looking at the actions of individuals, the influence of culture, or the strength of controls? Are you
expected to make findings, or simply present evidence? These distinctions may seem obvious to you, but
they are rarely obvious to others unless you make them explicit.

Sun Tzu reminds us that discipline begins with alignment. Investigators must align their purpose,
process, and posture.

When you fail to define your role and your investigation clearly, the space is filled with fear,
speculation, and resistance. People begin to shape their engagement around their own agendas or their
fears of what the investigation might mean. Some will try to steer the investigation in their favour.
Others will withdraw entirely.

You cannot control every variable, but you can control the narrative you bring to the room. Start with
clarity. Lead with intent. Make your boundaries known. Then hold that line with consistency. It will earn
you trust, buy you access, and keep your process on track.

Case Study — Boeing 737 MAX Crashes, 2018 to 2019

The investigations into the two Boeing 737 MAX crashes were initially marked by shifting focus and
competling narratives. Early reviews swung between blaming pilot error, software malfunctions, and
regulatory oversight failures. Because no clear investigative purpose was defined from the outset, the
scope fractured under pressure from different stakeholders. The Joint Authorities Technical Review
later found that this lack of clarity almost allowed systemic issues in Boeing’s certification process and
the FAA’s oversight to escape scrutiny. It was only through sustained international coordination and a
redefined investigative mandate that the inquiry uncovered the deeper structural failures.

Investigative Lesson: If you do not clearly state and hold your investigative purpose, others will define it
for you. And once competing narratives take hold, regaining clarity is far harder than establishing it at

the start.

Source: Joint Authorities Technical Review Report, 2019



Adapt — But Don't Drift

Every investigation will change. No matter how clear the initial brief is, the process will evolve. You will uncover
information that no one mentioned during the scoping phase. You will stumble upon secondary issues that are
connected but not part of the original focus. In some cases, what looked like a simple event will turn out to be the
surface layer of something deeper, a symptom rather than the cause.

Adapting is part of good investigative practice. You must be able to shift your methods, your timeline, and sometimes

your sequence of actions to stay effective. However, there is a difference between adapting with purpose and drifting

without direction. Drift is what happens when investigators lose sight of why they started the investigation in the first
place. It is usually triggered by emotional pressure, stakeholder interference, or the temptation to follow threads that
seem dramatic or politically charged.

Once drift begins, the integrity of the investigation starts to erode. Reports become bloated with detail that does not
support the central question. Findings become vague or contradictory. Recommendations start to reflect opinion
rather than evidence. People walk away from the process confused, overwhelmed, or unconvinced. This is not because
the investigator lacked effort, it is because they lacked focus.

Sun Tzu reminds us that the skilled leader modifies their plans when needed, but never abandons their strategy. The
same principle applies to investigations. You must be flexible enough to respond to new information, but disciplined
enough to maintain your direction. Changing course should be deliberate and, where possible, agreed upon with your
sponsor or client. Expanding the scope may be necessary, but it must be done with clarity, not impulse.

Investigators who chase everything end up proving nothing. Emotionally charged issues, especially those involving
blame or conflict, can pull attention away from what matters most. Your job is not to chase the loudest story. Your job
is to uncover what is true, what is relevant, and what is needed to make the organisation safer or more accountable.

Pivot with purpose. Do not abandon your focus unless there is a shared understanding that the goal has changed. And
if the scope shifts, make it visible, put it in writing, communicate it clearly, and realign everyone involved. That is
how you adapt without losing control. That is how you lead a process through complexity without being consumed by
it.

Case Study — Fukushima Nuclear Di

ter, 2011

Following the Fukushima nuclear disaster, initial inquiries concentrated on operator error and equipment
malfunctions. As the process unfolded, investigators recognised that these explanations were only surface-level. The
scope was deliberately expanded to include regulatory failings, weak governance, and a culture of complacency
within both the operator and the government. The National Diet of Japan’s Independent Investigation Commission
ultimately concluded that the disaster was not purely the result of natural forces, but a "man-made" catastrophe
rooted in systemic neglect. Without a deliberate and disciplined adjustment of scope, these deeper truths may never
have been revealed.

Investigative Lesson: Adaptation is necessary, but it must be intentional. Expanding scope with clarity can expose
systemic truths, while drifting without purpose risks burying them.

Source: The National Diet of Japan Fukushima Nuclear Accident Independent Investigation Commission Report, 2012

Illustration of the Fukushima nuclear disaster, showing how deliberate scope expansion revealed systemic failings. Based on the National Diet of
Japan Independent Investigation Commission (2012).



You Are Being Observed — Always

From the moment you begin an investigation, people are observing you. Long before the first interview concludes,
they are already forming judgments. They are not only listening Lo your questions, they are watching how you carry
yourself, how you enter a room, how you react to difficult information, and whether your body language reflects
curiosity, control, or discomfort. Every interaction sends a signal.

People are asking themselves, consciously or not, whether you are here to uncover facts or reinforce a predetermined
narrative. They are trying to determine whether you are neutral, or whether you represent a hidden agenda. They are
assessing whether you can be trusted with the truth, or whether anything they say will be turned against them later.
These judgments are rarely spoken aloud, but they shape everything that follows. Investigations do not operate in a
vacuum. They live and breathe within human systems, and trust is their oxygen.

If you are consistent, fair, and calm under pressure, people are more likely to engage with honesty. If you listen
without interruption, explain your purpose clearly, and follow through on what you say, you create the conditions for
openness. On the other hand, if you are vague, reactive, or abrupt, people will become guarded. They may give short
answers. They may speak in rehearsed phrases. They may withhold key facts entirely, not because they are hiding
something malicious, but because they are unsure whether it is safe to speak freely.

The credibility of your process is not determined by the forms you use or the software you submit your report into. It
is shaped by how people experience you. Your tone. Your timing. Your posture. Your willingness to pause and clarify.
Your ability to listen without judgment. These things matter more than most investigators realise. People will forget
what questions you asked, but they will remember how they felt when you asked them.

Sun Tzu reminds us that leadership is not just about tactics or power, it is also about presence. Your presence as an
investigator sets the tone for the entire process. You are not just collecting evidence. You are crealing an environment
where people decide whether they will tell you the full story, or only a version of it. If they trust you, they will give
you context. If they don’t, they will give you compliance.

Remember, your professionalism is not just tested when things go smoothly. It is tested when people are angry,
defensive, or distressed. How you respond in those moments becomes part of the story. You do not need to be perfect,
but you do need to be steady. The presence you bring into the room has more impact than any checklist ever will. And
if you want a full picture of what happened, you must earn it, one interaction at a time.

Case Study — United Airlines Flight 3411, Passenger Removal, 2017

When a passenger was forcibly removed from United Airlines Flight 3411, video footage sparked global outrage. The
airline’s initial investigation and public statements framed the incident as compliance with procedure, but this
ignored the ethical and human dimensions. The response was widely perceived as defensive and dismissive, which
only amplified public anger. It was only when the company shifted its posture, acknowledging cultural and customer
trust issues alongside procedural factors, that it began to recover credibility.

Investigative Lesson: The credibility of an investigation is shaped less by its technical accuracy and more by the
presence, tone, and transparency of those conducting it. Trust is earned in how the process is experienced, not just
in what is documented.

Source: United Airlines Review Summary, 2017; BBC News reporting, April 2017

Chapter Summary

You do not control every factor in an investigation. You cannot control the timing of when you are called in. You
cannot control how people will react to your presence. You cannot control the emotions, the politics, or the pressure
that may already be surrounding the issue. But there is one thing you do control completely, and that is how you
enter.

The way you begin sets the tone for everything that follows. A rushed or uncertain entry will almost always lead to
confusion and mistrust. If you start vaguely, people will fill the gaps with their own assumptions. If you begin
reactively, people will question your independence. And if you start passively, without a clear sense of what you are
doing and why, you will lose control of the process before it even begins. A poor start is one of the hardest things to
recover {rom in any investigation.

On the other hand, when you enter with clarity, you give people confidence. When you enter with purpose, you signal
direction. When you enter with awareness, of the people, the context, the risks, and the pressures, you demonstrate
professionalism. These early moments matter. You are not just establishing trust with individuals. You are
establishing credibility with the investigation itself. That trust becomes the foundation for every interview, every
conversation, and every judgment made about your findings.
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Do not just plan the technical aspects of your investigation. Plan how you will carry yourself. Plan how you will speak
to people. Plan how you will communicate scope, expectations, and next steps. These are not soft skills, they are
strategic skills. Investigators who treal presence and clarity as afterthoughts usually find themselves chasing
problems that could have been avoided with a stronger beginning.

Your leverage does not come from your position. It comes from how you show up. That is what earns cooperation.
That is what builds trust. That is what turns a difficult environment into one where people are willing to engage
honestly. You may not be able to control the past or the outcome, but you can control your approach. And often, that
makes all the difference.

Clarity before momentum.

Purpose before pace.
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Enjoyed Chapter 1?7 Continue the journey.

In The Art of Investigation, you’ll learn how top
performers across every industry sharpen their
thinking and see what others miss:

v How elite performers filter noise from signal

v/ How to recognise patterns, behaviours and hidden
influences

v/ How to navigate organisational pressure and
politics with clarity

v/ How to uncover truth without blame or assumption
v/ How to make better decisions under uncertainty

v/ How ancient strategy sharpens modern leadership
and investigative thinking

If Chapter 1 shifted your perspective, the full book
will take you much further.

Continue reading the full book:

#® For international readers:
hitps:// www.amazon.com/dp/BoG2H]JGHG1

For Australia and New Zealand:
hitps://www.amazon.com.au/dp/BoG2HJGHG1
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