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INTRODUCTION
We all make assessments many times each day about the 
potential consequences that may arise from our actions. 
For example, although driving at 85mph on the motorway 
may make our journey shorter by a few minutes, we run 
the real risk of being involved in a collision, and increasing 
the severity of an injury should an accident occur.

However, in making the judgement to drive fast we have 
to correctly evaluate the risk – based on such information 
as the road conditions, and our own driving ability. This 
will depend on the likelihood and consequences of our 
actions and whether they are of an acceptable level. 

The same applies to our actions in the workplace, where 
we have to plan how health and safety will be managed. 
An essential first step is risk assessment, through which 
methods are used to decide on priorities and to set 
objectives for eliminating hazards and reducing risks.

The benefits of a risk assessment are that it helps us to:

1. Identify whether risks are being properly controlled.

2. Meet the legal requirements.

3. Show that you are managing health and safety 
properly.

This guide takes you through the basics. KATE GARDNER
Health and Safety Trainer,  
International Workplace



1. IDENTIFY WHETHER 
RISKS ARE BEING 
PROPERLY CONTROLLED
Risk assessment requires employers to identify who may be harmed by 
their activities and how. This is really important since it is quite easy to 
forget about visitors, contractors and temporary staff when preparing risk 
assessments. 

People’s capabilities also need to be taken into account. Additional 
attention should be given to protecting children and young persons, new 
and expectant mothers and anyone with a disability. 

Risk assessments should also take account of normal operating conditions, 
occasional circumstances such as maintenance, abnormal circumstances 
and emergencies.

Risk assessments will challenge ways of working and ask if the equipment 
is suitable to the task. They will also challenge workers by asking if they are 
following a safe system or procedure, have all the information they need 
and are competent to carry out tasks.



2. MEET THE LEGAL REQUIREMENTS
Employers have a duty of care to assess risks 
and control hazards in their organisations. In 
many countries there are regulations that require 
employers to undertake specific risk assessments. 
They apply to work activities, chemicals, plant and 
equipment and the tasks that people do. 

Codes of practice and on these specific areas 
of risk give advice on how to comply with legal 
requirements, how to carry out risk assessments 
and control risks. Failure to follow this guidance 
might make an employer liable to prosecution. 

Risk assessment is a legal 
requirement in many 
countries. The UK’s 
Management of Health 
and Safety at Work 
Regulations 1999 require:

“Every employer shall make a 
suitable and sufficient assessment:

a) of the risks to the health and 
safety of his employees, and

b) of the risks to the health and 
safety of persons not in his 
employment.”



In practical terms, risk assessments 
need to be carried out for all work 
activities and areas where there 
is a risk of someone being injured. 
Where people work from home, 
outdoors or at another employer’s 
site, then a risk assessment of their 
particular activities and locations 
should also be carried out.

The significant findings of the risk 
assessment should be recorded and 
made available to employees who 
are identified as being particularly 
at risk. This is a legal requirement in 
many countries – in the UK, if there 
are five or more employees the 
risk assessment must be written 
down and distributed. Not every 
single aspect of the risk assessment 
needs to be recorded. The level of 
detail depends on the complexity 
and seriousness of the risk. It is 
important that risk assessments are 
in plain language that can be easily 
understood and readily followed.



MENTAL HEALTH FIRST AID

KEY TAKEAWAYS

 > Risk assessment requires employers to identify 
who may be harmed by their activities and how. 

 > People’s capabilities also need to be taken into 
account. Additional attention should be given to 
protecting children and young persons, new and 
expectant mothers and anyone with a disability. 

 > Many regulations exist that require employers to 
undertake specific risk assessments.

 > Risk assessment gives employers and businesses 
a way to be proactive, to identify potential risks 
and to take action to remedy problems before 
they cause an accident or ill health.

 > According to UK law, where there are five or 
more employees, the significant findings of the 
risk assessment must be recorded and made 
available to employees who are identified as 
being particularly at risk.

3. SHOW THAT YOU ARE MANAGING 
HEALTH AND SAFETY PROPERLY
Serious risks should always be addressed and 
eliminated or controlled so far as is reasonably 
practicable. Risk assessment can help to prioritise 
risks and deal with them in an effective and 
targeted way. It will help you determine how and 
where to deploy resources so that investment in 
health and safety is efficient.

If risks are identified correctly and everyone 
works safely, the organisation will be more 
efficient – workers should be happier at work 
and enjoy their work knowing that they are 
safe. Money will not be wasted on dealing with 
incidents at work and it will hopefully ensure the 
organisation does not get prosecuted.



‘SUITABLE AND SUFFICIENT’
Risk assessments can seem daunting at the outset. To make them easier, it is 
best to be systematic. They should be suitable for the purpose and go into a 
sufficient amount of detail. The level of detail will depend very much on the 
level of risk. The greater the risk, the more detail that you are likely to need  
to record. 

The process of risk assessment requires a person to step back and evaluate 
how serious the risk is. There are five important questions to consider:

 > Which activities are being performed?

 > What equipment is being used?

 > Where are the activities taking place?

 > Who is involved in these activities?

 > How often, and for how long, do these activities take place?

Risk assessment doesn’t have to be a complicated process – what is 
important is that it should concentrate on those significant hazards that 
could cause serious harm or affect a number of people.



KEY TAKEAWAYS

 > Serious risks should be eliminated 
or controlled so far as is reasonably 
practicable.

 > Risk assessment can help to prioritise risks 
and deal with them in an effective and 
targeted way.

 > Risk assessments should concentrate on 
those significant hazards that could cause 
serious harm.

 > Risk assessments should consider all 
foreseeable events.

 > Carry out regular reviews of your risk 
assessments, particularly when they may 
no longer be valid.

REVIEWING RISK ASSESSMENTS
From time to time, things change, so it is 
important that you carry out a review of your risk 
assessments, particularly when they may no longer 
be valid. A review may be triggered by an accident 
or a change in a piece of workplace equipment, 
but it is also good practice to review all risk 
assessments at least annually.

Risk assessment is not meant to be a complicated 
process – it's about carrying out a careful 
examination of the workplace to identify hazards 
and then to assess the risks that could result. 
The aim is to prevent accidents and dangerous 
occurrences from happening at work and to 
reduce the incidence of occupational ill health.



FURTHER READING
ILO: Workplace Risk Assessment and Management for Small and 
Medium Sized Enterprises

HSE: Managing risks and risk assessment at work

Risk assessment: A brief guide to controlling risks in the workplace 
INDG163 (HSE)
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All of the content in this guide is 
taken from International Workplace’s 
IOSH Managing Safely course.

The course covers:
• Basic principles of health and safety – moral, 

financial and legal
• Concept of safety management – using the Plan/

Do/Check/Act model
• Importance of health and safety strategy, plans 

and objectives
• Management of occupational risk – risk profiling
• The legal framework – criminal and civil, 

corporate manslaughter, corporate and personal 
liabilities

• Enforcement arrangements
• Safety leadership – key actions a senior manager 

can take
• Reviewing your health and safety performance 

and risk management arrangements

To find out more about the course, visit  
www.internationalworkplace.com/iosh-training/managing-safely 
or call 0333 210 1995.

IOSH 
MANAGING 
SAFELY 
from International 
Workplace
Study online or by virtual 
classroom.

http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---safework/documents/instructionalmaterial/wcms_215344.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---safework/documents/instructionalmaterial/wcms_215344.pdf
https://www.hse.gov.uk/simple-health-safety/risk/index.htm
https://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/indg163.pdf
https://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/indg163.pdf
http://www.internationalworkplace.com/iosh-training/managing-safely

