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A7     Risk assessment 
 
 
A risk assessment is a careful examination of what, in your work, could cause harm to people, so that 
you can weigh up whether you have taken enough precautions or should do more to prevent harm.  
 
The UK Health and Safety Executive 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 

 
A hazard is something with the potential to cause harm. This can be articles, substances, plant or 
machines, methods of work, the working environment and other aspects of work organisation. 
 
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 
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Examples of hazards include: 
 
Physical 
Working at height   Electricity   Moving vehicles 
Moving parts of machinery  Noise    Vibration 
Wet surfaces    Hot surfaces   Sharp objects 
Objects on the floor   Naked flames   Ultra-violet radiation 
Poor lighting    Temperature extremes  Confined spaces 
 
Chemical 
Cleaning products   Solvents   Gases 
Fumes     Smoke    Dusts 
Corrosives    Asphyxiants   Poisons 
 
Biological 
Blood or other body fluids  Animal and human waste Bacteria and viruses 
Animal and bird droppings  Fungi/moulds   Animal and insect bites  
 
Ergonomic 
Awkward movements   Repetitive movements  Poor workstation design 
Frequent lifting    Poor posture   Unsuitable equipment 
 
Psychosocial 
Being over/underworked  Tiredness   Poor leadership 
No procedures    Bullying and harassment Violence 
Change    Lack of control   Traumatic events 

 
 

Step 2: Decide who might be harmed and how 
 
When assessing risks it is important to identify all the people who might be harmed and to whom a 
duty of care is owed such as employees, contractors, visitors and members of the public. 
 
Employees 

 Employees involved in the activity (operatives, supervisors, managers, administrators) 

 Employees who may be affected by the activity (maintenance workers, cleaners, security staff) 
 
Non-employees 

 Visitors (contractors, delivery drivers, customers) 

 Others (members of the public, passers-by, neighbours, drivers on the road) 
 
Groups at particular risk 
Some hazards may present a particular risk to certain individuals or groups. 
 
Young people – a young person’s lack of experience may lead to an increased risk of harm 
New and expectant mothers – exposure to certain hazards may adversely affect a pregnant worker 
and her unborn child, or a nursing mother and her child 
Individuals with disabilities or medical conditions - disabilities or medical conditions may increase 
the likelihood of a hazard causing harm 
New employees − may lack knowledge of the workplace, plant and equipment, and are at risk when 
carrying out certain activities until they have demonstrated their competence 
Home workers – employers need to assess the risks of work activities carried out on premises out of 
their control 
Lone workers – employers need to assess the risks faced by lone workers 
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Step 3: Evaluate the risks and decide on precautions 
 
Having identified the hazards, and decided who might be harmed and how, you must decide what to 
do to reduce the risk. The employer should do everything ‘reasonably practicable’ to protect people 
from harm. The easiest way to do this is to compare what is being done with good practice. 
 
Step 4: Record your findings and implement them  
 
The significant findings of a risk assessment should be kept electronically or in writing.  It involves 
recording: 
 

 What hazards were found 

 Who might be harmed and how 

 What you are already doing to control the risk 

 What further action is necessary, by whom and by when 
 
Step 5: Review your assessment and update if necessary 
 
Few workplaces stay the same. Therefore risk assessments should be reviewed on a regular basis to 
make sure they are still relevant. This is normally done once a year, although the time between 
reviews will depend on the nature of the risks and the amount of change. A review should take place 
after any additional control measures have been introduced. This will help to assess whether the new 
controls are effective.  
 
Other occasions when risk assessments may need to be reviewed include: 
 

 After an accident 

 After a number of near misses 

 After significant changes to work processes, equipment or personnel 
 

Evaluating risks 
 
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) 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: 
 
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 
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Some factors affecting likelihood are: 
 

 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 

 

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:  
 
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 are: 
 

 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 

 
Risk rating 
In a simple risk assessment, the next stage is to multiply the likelihood number by the severity number 
to arrive at a risk rating for each hazard. 
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The results can be translated into priority status: 
 

Score Priority Action 

1-4 LOW This represents a low risk,  
although control measures must be maintained. 

5-10 MEDIUM Action required soon to control.  
Interim measures may be necessary in the short term 

12-25 HIGH Action required urgently to control risks.  
Further resources may be needed. 

 
 

Applying the hierarchy of controls  
 
Now that we have evaluated the risks, we have to decide whether there is a need to introduce 
additional control measures (or precautions) to further reduce the risk of harm. Wherever possible, 
control measures should be ‘collective’ rather than ‘individual’. In other words, they should reduce the 
risk to all those who may be affected by the hazard. 
 
There is a strategy for control that looks at: 
 
Safe place v Safe person 
 
If we make the workplace safer (by improving lighting, for example) then everybody in the workplace 
will be protected. If we just concentrate on one individual (by giving them protective equipment for 
example) then the workplace is no safer and anybody without protective equipment is not protected. 
 
We should do everything we can to make the workplace safe for all employees, and then concentrate 
on specific individuals for any remaining (residual) risks. 
 
A hierarchy of controls is used to reduce risks and can be described as ‘a set of measures designed to 
reduce risks in order of effectiveness’. 
 
A typical hierarchy (with examples) might be:  

Eliminate the hazard – trip hazards from trailing cables eliminated by using cordless tools 

Substitute the hazard – for something less dangerous such as water based paint instead of solvent 
based paint 

Isolate the hazard – put a guard around a moving part of a machine to prevent anybody coming into 
contact with it 

Reduce the risk from the hazard – by limiting the amount of exposure such as reducing the time 
spent in a noisy environment 

Safe systems – make sure that there are procedures in place to deal with hazardous situations such 
as working at height 

Personal protective equipment (PPE) – normally considered a ‘last resort’, but important to protect 
against any remaining risks 


