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The Health and Safety Executive (HSE) has produced guidance for carrying out 
risk assessments and recommends a process known as the ‘Five Steps to Risk 
Assessment’. 

The process is:

Step 1 – Identify the hazards

Step 2 – Decide who might be harmed and how 

Step 3 – Evaluate the risks and decide on precautions

Step 4	–	Record	your	findings	and	implement	them

Step 5 – Review your assessment and update if necessary

One of the most important things about risk assessment is not to overcomplicate 
the process. In many organisations, the risks are well known and the necessary 
control measures are easy to apply. 

Step 1: Identify the hazards

Hazards	may	be	identified	by:

• Walking round the workplace and looking for things that may cause harm

• Asking employees if they have noticed anything that could cause harm 

• Checking manufacturers’ data sheets and instructions

• Checking accident, near miss and ill-health records

Some hazards will be obvious such as large machines and moving vehicles.  
Other hazards will be less obvious such as dust and poor posture at computer 
workstations.  

Hazards	can	be	grouped	into	five	categories:	

• Physical

• Chemical

• Biological

• Ergonomic

• Psychological

Some common workplace hazards are listed on the next page.   

B1 The process for carrying 
out a risk assessment
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That’s helpful

Lots of useful information, 
including sector-specific 
hazards, can be found 
on the Health and Safety 
Executive’s website  
(www.hse.gov.uk).



The purpose of evaluating workplace risks is to determine the extent of the risk 
and decide whether existing precautions are adequate or whether more are 
needed.

We can evaluate workplace risks by considering:

• How likely they are to happen (likelihood)

• What the extent of the injury or ill-health might be if an accident happens 
(severity)

Likelihood

An assessor will often underestimate the likelihood of hazards causing 
harm, particularly if the assessment is based on limited experience of actual 
accidents. The more information used to decide the likelihood of harm 
(including accident statistics, company-wide analysis of accidents, publications 
relating to the industry and statistics published by the HSE) the more reliable 
the risk assessment will be.

When predicting the likelihood of an accident we should take into account the 
control measures that are already in place.

In a simple risk assessment, likelihood can be recorded as follows:

Likelihood                Rating

Unlikely (occurrence close to zero)        1

May happen (capable of taking place)      2

Likely (tend or inclined to occur)        3

Very likely (high inclination of occurrence)     4

Certain	(will	definitely	happen)	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 5

Some factors affecting likelihood

Duration and frequency of exposure
Generally, the more often a person is exposed to a hazard, the greater the 
likelihood of harm occurring.

Competence of those exposed
Someone who has not been trained in correct lifting techniques is more 
likely to be injured than someone who has been trained. 
 
Equipment and its condition
Equipment in good condition is less likely to cause an accident than 
equipment in poor condition.

B3 Evaluating risks
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Fact

In 2012/2013, slips and trips 
accounted for 43% of major 
injuries in UK workplaces.



Severity

When considering the potential severity of any injury, it is important to be 
realistic.  It is often useful to ask the question: ‘What do I reasonably expect 
to be the outcome of this accident?’  For example, you would expect the injury 
sustained by a worker who falls down a single step on to carpet to be less 
severe	than	someone	who	falls	down	an	entire	flight	of	stairs	on	to	concrete.		

In a simple risk assessment, severity can be recorded as follows:

Severity statement            Rating

Minor	injury	(first	aid	on	site)		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1

Minor	injury	(treatment	off	site)		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 2

Over 7 day injury              3

Major injury                 4

Death                   5

Some factors affecting severity

Nature and intensity of hazard
If	someone	trips	over	a	trailing	cable	in	the	middle	of	an	office,	they	
may end up with bruises.  However, if they trip over a trailing cable on a 
staircase their injuries are likely to be more severe.  

Duration and frequency of exposure
Exposure to a noisy machine for 8 hours will result in greater harm than 
exposure to the same machine for 8 minutes.

Escape route
People	trapped	on	a	crowded	underground	train	that	has	caught	fire	in	
a tunnel and more likely to be harmed than people on a less crowded 
overground	train	that	has	caught	fire	at	a	station.			

Availability of first aid
A person with serious head injuries as a result of a fall is less likely to die if 
first	aid	is	administered	promptly	and	the	emergency	services	called	quickly.		
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Fact

In 2012/2013, in the UK, 
manual handling accounted 
for almost a third of 
‘lost time’ injuries in UK 
workplaces. 




