
Risk assessment

Introduction  

Accidents and ill  health can ruin lives,  and affect  business too if  output  is lost,  machinery is damaged, 
insurance costs increase, or employers have to go to court.  Employers are therefore legally required to 
assess the risks in their workplace.

A risk assessment is nothing more than a careful examination of what, during working activities, could cause  
harm to people, so that an employer can weigh up whether they have taken enough precautions or should do 
more to prevent harm. The aim is to make sure that no one gets hurt or becomes ill.

The important things to decide are:

 What are the hazards?
 Are they significant?
 Are hazards covered by satisfactory precautions 

so that the risk is small?

Employers need to check this when assessing risks. For 
example, we know that electricity is a hazard that can kill,  
but  the  risk  of  it  doing  so  in  a  tidy  well  run  office 
environment  is  remote,  provided  that  the  installation  is 
sound  and  live  components  are  insulated  and  metal 
casings are properly earthed.

What is a hazard and what is a risk?

A hazard means  anything  that  can  cause  harm  (eg. 
chemicals, asbestos, electricity,  working from ladders or 
scaffolding, etc).

A risk is the chance, high or low, that somebody will be 
harmed by that hazard. We'll look more at hazards later in 
this section.
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Purpose of a Risk Assessment

Employers in each workplace have a general duty to ensure the safety and health of workers in every aspect  
related to their work. The purpose of carrying out a risk assessment is to enable the employer to take the  
measures necessary for the safety and health and protection of workers.

These measures include:

 prevention of occupational risks;

 providing information to workers;

 providing training to workers;

 providing the organisation and means to implement the necessary measures.

Whilst the purpose of risk assessment includes the prevention of occupational risks, and this should always 
be the goal, it will not always be achievable in practice. Where elimination of risks is not possible, the risks 
should be reduced and the residual risk controlled. At a later stage, as part of a review programme, such  
residual risk will  be reassessed and the possibility of elimination of the risk, perhaps in the light of new 
knowledge, can be reconsidered.

How to assess risks in the workplace

Some years ago the HSE produced guidance for employers to help with the process. Known as the '5 Steps 
To Risk Assessment', it has become an invaluable tool for grasping the essentials of risk assessment.

Step 1    Look for the hazards

Step 2    Decide who might be harmed and how

Step 3  Evaluate the risks and decide whether the existing 
precautions are adequate or whether more should be done

Step 4   Record your findings

Step 5    Review your assessment and revise it if necessary
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To help understand the concepts, when you read on, try and put yourself in the position of an employer 
carrying out a risk assessment. 

Step 1       Look for the hazards

When you are doing the assessment, walk around your workplace 
and look afresh at what could reasonably be expected to cause 
harm. 

Ignore the trivial and concentrate on significant hazards that could 
result in serious harm or affect several people.

Some typical examples are use of:- 

 tools, 
 machinery & equipment, 
 falling & tripping, 
 lifting & handling, 
 fire, 
 storage of materials, 
 electricity 
 working at height.

Ask your employees or their representatives what they think. They may have noticed things that are not 
immediately obvious to you. Manufacturers' instructions or data sheets can also help you spot hazards 
and put risks in their true perspective. So can accident and ill-health records.

Step 2      Decide who might be harmed and how
Don't forget categories such as :

 Young workers, 
 apprentices & trainees, 
 new and expectant mothers, etc. who may all be at particular risk.
 Cleaners,
 visitors, 
 contractors, 
 Maintenance workers, etc. who may not be in the workplace all the time.
 Members of the public,  
 People you share your workplace with, if there is a chance they could be hurt by your activities.
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Step 3      Evaluate the risks

Evaluate the risks and decide whether existing precautions are adequate or more should be done. 
Consider how likely it is that each hazard could cause harm. This will determine whether or not more is 
needed to be done to reduce the risk. 

Even after all precautions have been taken, some risk usually remains. Decide for each hazard whether this 
remaining risk is :-

 high

 medium 

 low

1 Ask yourself whether you have done all the things that the law says you have got to do. 
e.g. (there are legal requirements on prevention of access to dangerous parts of machinery.)

2 Then ask yourself whether generally accepted industry standards are in place.  

3 Do what is reasonably practicable to keep your workplace safe.

Your real aim is to make all risks small by adding precautions as necessary.  If something needs to be done, 
draw up an 'action plan' and give priority to any remaining risks which are high and/or those which could 
affect most people. 
In taking action ask yourself:

 Can I get rid of the hazard altogether ?

 If not, how can I control the risks so that harm is unlikely ?

In controlling risks apply the principles below, where possible in the following order:

1 Try a less risky option

2 Prevent access to the hazard (eg. by guarding and using barriers & notices)

3 Organise work to reduce exposure to the hazard

4 Provide welfare facilities (eg. washing facilities for removal of contamination; first aid)

Improving health and safety need not cost a lot. For instance: 

 placing a mirror on a dangerous blind corner to help prevent vehicle accidents, 

 putting some non-slip material on slippery steps, 

These are inexpensive precautions considering the risks.

Failure to take simple precautions can cost you a lot more if an accident does happen.
If the work you do tends to vary a lot, or you or your employees move from one site to another, identify the 
hazards you can reasonably expect and assess the risks from them.
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Step 4      Record your findings
If you have fewer than five employees you do not need to write anything down, though it is sensible and 
useful to keep a written record of what you have done. 

But if you employ five or more people you must record the significant findings of your assessment.
This means writing down the significant hazards and conclusions. You must also tell your employees about 
your findings.

Risk assessments must be suitable and sufficient. You need to be able to show that:
 A proper check was made
 You asked who might be affected
 You dealt with all the obvious significant hazards, taking into account the number of people who 

could be involved.
 The precautions are reasonable/and the remaining risk is low.

Keep the written record for future reference or use.  It can :-

 Help you if an inspector asks what precautions you have taken,
 Help you if you become involved in any action for civil liability.
 Remind you to keep an eye on particular hazards and precautions 
 Help to show that you have done what the law requires.

Step 5      Review your assessment
Review your assessment and revise it if necessary.  Sooner or later you will bring in new machines, 
substances or procedures that could lead to new hazards. 
If there is any significant change, add to the risk assessment to take account of the new hazard. Don't 
amend your assessment for every trivial change, or still more, for each new job.

But if a new job introduces significant new hazards of its own, you will want to consider them in their own 
right and do whatever you need to keep the risks down. In any case, it is good practice to review your 
assessment from time to time to make sure that the precautions are still working effectively.
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Risk Assessment Summary

STEP 1 STEP 2 STEP 3
Hazard
Look only for hazards which you 
could reasonably expect to result 
in significant harm under the 
conditions in your workplace.  Use 
the following examples as a guide:

 slipping/tripping hazards 
(e.g. poorly maintained 
floors or stairs)

 fire (eg from flammable 
materials)

 chemicals (eg battery 
acid) 

 moving parts of machinery 
(eg blades)

 work at height (eg from 
mezzzanine floors)

 ejection of material (from 
plastic moulding)

 pressure systems (eg 
steam boilers)

 vehicles (eg fork-lift trucks)
 electricity (eg poor wiring)
 dust (eg from grinding)
 fumes (eg welding)
 manual handling
 noise
 poor lighting
 low temperature

Who might be harmed?

There is no need to list 
individuals by name – just 
groups of people doing 
similar work or who may be 
affected

 office staff
 maintenance 

personnel
 contractors
 people sharing your 

workplace
 operators
 cleaners
 members of the 

public 

Pay particular attention to 

 staff with disabilities
 visitors
 inexperienced staff
 lone workers

They may be more 
vulnerable

Is more needed to control the risk?

For the hazards listed, do the precautions 
already taken

 meet the standards set by a legal 
requirement

 comply with its recognised 
industry standard

 represent good practice
 reduce risk as far as reasonably 

practicable

Have you provided

 adequate information
 instruction or training
 adequate systems or procedures

If so, then the risks are adequately 
controlled, but you need to indicate the 
precautions you have in place.  (You may 
refer to procedures, company rules, etc.)

Where the risk is not adequately 
controlled, indicate what more you need 
to do (the 'action list)

STEP 5
Review and revision

Set a date for review of the assessment.

On review check that the precautions for each hazard still adequately control the risk.  If not indicate the the 
action needed.  Note the outcome.  If necessary complete a new page for your risk assessment.

Making changes in your workplace e.g. when bringing in new :-

 machines
 substances
 procedures

may introduce significant new hazards.  Look for them and follow the 5 steps
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