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1 Identify the hazard
  
What may harm you or other people?  
One thing to bear in mind is that this 
harm may occur while you are actually 
doing the work, or may happen at a 
later date – possibly years later.

Potential hazards can include 
threats or attacks by clients, patients 
or the public, stress caused by work, 
lifting or moving heavy loads, repetitive 
movements or lifting, bullying, slipping, 
tripping, falling over and working with 
asbestos or dangerous chemicals that 
can cause illness.

You need to determine which of the 
above potential hazards apply to you 
and your workplace and to identify 
other hazards that are not listed here.

One of the ways for an employer 
to find out which hazards apply to 
the workplace is for them to speak to 
you, your colleagues and your safety 
rep. This is a very effective way to do 
identify hazards as you are doing the 
job every day and are more likely to 
notice things that people less familiar 
with your workplace would miss.

Speak to your safety rep to see if 
the employer has contacted them, 
and make it clear that you are happy 
to be involved in this process.

No one should be put at 
unnecessary risk at work. 
UNISON believes that work related 
deaths, injuries, ill-health, and 
“accidents” are not acceptable.

Your employer has a 
responsibility to ensure that your 
work does not cause you harm. 
Not only is it the right thing to do 
– it’s the law.

UNISON is campaigning to 
ensure that every employer carries 
out proper risk assessments and 
keeps those risk assessments 
under review and up to date. The 
safety of staff, visitors and the 
public depends on it.

UNISON members should work 
with their safety reps to ensure 
that their employers take their 
responsibilities seriously – and 
to help you do that we have 
produced this information about 
risk assessments to ensure 
that you understand what your 
employer should be doing.

Risk assessment is not a 
complex process and can be 
broken down into a number of 
simple steps. One way of doing 
this is the Health and Safety 
Executive’s (HSE’s) five step 
approach to risk assessment.

The five step 
approach 
for employers

Are you at risk?
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2 Decide who might be 
harmed and how

Who is at risk?  Employers should 
consider all workers, as well as visitors 
and members of the public and identify 
what hazards they are at risk from.

For example, cleaners may be at risk 
from lone working, slips and trips, and 
chemicals while teaching assistants 
may be at risk from bullying, violence, 
slips and trips, and stress. Parking 
attendants may be at risk from violence, 
stress, slips, trips, and falls.

In addition, employers must pay 
particular attention to the risks faced by 
vulnerable members of staff, like young 
workers and new or expectant mothers.

Think about the work you and 
your colleagues do and about the 
hazards you might face while you 
carry out your job.

3 Estimate the chance of 
harm and identify ways to 
avoid or reduce the risk

Once hazards, and those who are at 
risk from them, are identified, the next 
step for the employer is to work out 
the chance of someone being harmed. 
They then need to take appropriate 
action to prevent that happening. If 
that is not possible then they need to 
reduce the chance of it happening as 
far as possible.

Employers are expected to do 
everything “reasonably practicable”, 
to prevent harm.  If there is no risk of 
harm from an identified hazard then 
no more needs be done.  However, 
where there is a risk of harm, employers 
are expected to take appropriate 
action.  The more likely it is that harm 
will occur, or the more serious the harm 
could be, the more your employer is 
expected to do.

For example, if the risk of getting a 
splinter from doing a particular task is 
so high that it happens every time the 
job is carried out, then an employer 
would be expected to do more to 
prevent this happening than if the risk 
was only one in 10,000.

If there is a high risk of death, an 
employer would have to do much more 
to avoid this risk, than where the risk in 
question is of getting a splinter.

Of those hazards identified above 
in step two or by you, what is 
the likelihood of any of them 
happening to you? Do you know 
what measures your employer has 
taken to prevent or reduce the risk 
of them happening? Are there any 
other measures that could be taken 
to further reduce the risks that you 
face?  Sometimes new systems, 
methods, materials, or substances 
might become available that reduce 
the risk, but are not currently being 
used as they may not have existed 
the last time the risks were assessed.

See if you can think of anything that 
can reduce the risk to you and your 
colleagues and speak to your safety 
rep to see if the employer is taking 
steps to do this.

Your knowledge could be very 
helpful to your employer – make 
sure your voice is heard. 

4 Record and apply the findings

Employers should make a record (either 
on paper or on a computer) when a risk 
assessment has been done. This record 
should include the important findings 
and details of any group of employees 
particularly at risk.  If the employer has 
five or more employees they must make 
this record, but it is also good practice 
for very small employers to do this.

This record shows that they have 
done a risk assessment if a health 
and safety inspector asks. They can 
also refer to it in the future to check 
that they have done everything they 
should have and to decide what else, if 
anything, they could do.

Any steps identified by the employer 
to prevent or reduce the risks must now 
be applied. A risk assessment that is 
not applied, but just filed away is not 
much use.

Your employer must let you, your 
colleagues, and your safety rep 
know about the findings – what the 
hazards and risks are, who may 
be harmed and what measures are 
being taken to prevent or reduce 
the risks and why.  Find out if your 
employer has done this.
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5 Review the risk assessment 
and update it as necessary

Even a good risk assessment that is 
applied cannot just be forgotten about. 
Things change, so a risk assessment 
must be looked at again on a regular 
basis. How frequently will depend on the 
hazard and the likelihood that someone 
will be harmed. 

New information, new ways of 
preventing or controlling risks, or 
circumstances which mean that a 
risk assessment is no longer valid (an 
“accident” at work, work related ill-
health, a violent incident, or a near miss) 
will all mean that a risk assessment 
should be revisited immediately, not just 
at the regular review.

Find out if your risk assessment 
needs to be reviewed. 
  

So now you know what
a risk assessment is

If you’ve not been told already, 
ask your employer what hazards 
and risks you face in your work 
and what measures are in place to 
prevent or minimise those risks.
If you have any concerns 
about hazards being missed, 
underestimated, or that the steps 
to prevent or control these risks are 
not being taken, or that there is no 
risk assessment covering you and 
your work, contact your UNISON 
safety rep.  All UNISON safety 
reps have access to guidance and 
training so that they can check that 
your employer is carrying out good 
risk assessments.

If you would like more information 
about UNISON or want to join 
us and be part of our campaign 
for safer workplaces, or want to 
become a UNISON safety rep
call 0845 355 0845.
Textphone users call
0800 0 967 968. Or visit
www.unison.org.uk/safety


