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The Role of Risk Management
for Occupational Health and Safety

Benefiting from effective risk assessment

by Andreas E. Fiedler

Introduction
Many workplaces have hazards. Hazards
put employees at risk of injury or harm to
health. Therefore health and safety need to
be managed in a systematic manner. This is
the job of occupational health and safety
management.

Occupational health and safety already is a
legal requirement in several countries.
Others have established such system but
the application is still optional.

Risk management is an integral part of
performing occupational health and safety.
It serves to identify and assess the risks
derived from the hazards. It finally leads to
appropriate action to reduce or even
eliminate such risks. Risk management is

the critical success factor in occupational
health and safety.

The Management System for
Occupational Health and Safety
The management system provides the
framework for the process of identifying
hazards, assessing associated risks, taking
action and reviewing the outcome. Like any
modern management system it conforms to
the kind of management system as it was
developed for quality management
(ISO9000). Hence, the occupational health
and safety management system just has to
be integrated into the existing management
systems.

The following are the elements of a
management system for Occupational
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Health and Safety (OHS) as suggested by
OSHAS 18001 which embraces BS8800,
AS/NZ 4801, NSAI SR 320 and a number of
other publications. It is based on the Plan -
Do - Check - Act cycle:

Defining the OHS Strategy
Planning
Implementation and Operation
Checking and Corrective Action
Management Review
Continual Improvement

Managing Risks
Overview
Risk management has become part of lots
of management systems. The information
security management system for example
uses risk management to assess the risks
associated with the audit findings of the
information security management system.
The same way the occupational health and
safety management system makes use of
risk management to assess the risk
associated with hazards.

This gives the frame for the process in
occupational health and safety:

Identifying hazards
Assessing associated risks
Taking action to mitigate risks
Monitoring the effectiveness

Identifying hazards
A hazard is anything that is a threat to
health and safety in an organisation.
Therefore it is linked to the people of the
organisation and it immediately becomes
clear that everybody has to contribute to
finding hazards at his or her workplace. It is

a legal requirement in some countries that
employers have to consult their employees. 

A hazard is not just linked to a technical
equipment or a material used at a work-
place but has to include processes and
procedures that determine the work at the
workplace.

Sources for hazard identification can be:
Past incidents and accidents
Input by employees
Examining workplaces or work areas
Review of safety instruction for equip-
ment and materials
Any kind of creative thinking such as
brainstorming
Advice from legislation, standards,
checklists or external consultants.

Assessing associated risks
Prior to assessing risks these risks
associated to the identified hazards have to
be determined. Mind the gap and clearly
understand that hazards and risks resulting
from hazards are something different!

Risk assessment itself is very much the
same as with risk assessment in other
management systems. Typically, a risk is
assessed by its likelihood and its con-
sequence. Risk assessment will provide you
with an insight in your risks and allow to
prioritise risks for taking mitigating actions.

A risk matrix serves well to define and
classify likelihood and consequences of a
risk. A risk matrix makes use of descriptors
to define levels of both likelihood (from
almost certain to rare) and consequence
(from insignificant to catastrophic).
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The following aspects may be helpful to
determine the likelihood of a risk:

Other risks that add to the increase of
likelihood
Frequency of occurrence
Duration of risk occurrence
Number of people being exposed
Likely dose of exposure
Required exposure levels

Accordingly the consequences have to be
determined. With regard to property and
environmental damage these consequences
can be expressed in terms of money.
Whenever people are harmed the
consequences can be expressed in terms of
seriousness of the illness or injury. This has
further to be put in relation to who is
harmed, especially people at a particular
risk such as expectant mothers or young
people.

Risk assessment will be completed with
prioritisation of risks and assigned risk
factors to understand the scope of
mitigating actions required.

Taking actions to mitigate actions
Mitigating actions focus on reducing the
likelihood and/or consequence. There is a
hierarchy in different solutions whereby the
most effective usually is also the most
difficult and sometimes most expensive to
realise:

Actions that remove the hazard and
eliminate the risk. 
Actions that replace the hazard by a less
dangerous one. 
Actions that modify the product or
process design.

Actions that isolate the hazard from
people.
Actions that use engineering solutions
such as a new machinery or plant.
Actions that use administrative controls,
e.g. new procedures.
Actions that protect through personal
equipment from hazards.

Monitoring the effectiveness
The outcome of each risk mitigating action
has to be reviewed on two levels:

To ensure that the actions taken are
effective and continue to be effective.
To ensure that no new hazard/risk was
introduced by the actions taken.

Any control measures have to be
maintained in order to ensure that they are
kept in working order. As well procedures
have to be audited to ensure they are being
followed as intended.

After completing one entire cycle of risk
management the next has to be scheduled
to ensure that always the best actions are
taken and new hazards are included into
risk management.

Keeping Records
All analysis and assessments made as well
as all actions taken need to be recorded. A
Risk Register or Risk Log will serve to do
so. To allow record keeping being an
efficient task most organisations will look for
a software solution providing such risk
register.
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Why have a Risk Register
Support of risk management efforts
A risk register is able to support the risk
management efforts as it provides:

A tool for managing and reducing risk
before and during projects, or for ongoing
operational risks.
Documentation of the likelihood and
consequences of identified risks, and
easy monitoring of any high risks to
reduce likelihood and/or consequences.
Assistance in identifying mitigation
actions and the means by which those
actions may be evaluated by cost and
effectiveness, and the monitoring of
those actions until completed.
Evidence for interested parties such as
project owner, senior management,
steering committee, that a valid risk
management framework is in place to
reduce project or organisational ex-
posures.
A mechanism to easily communicate risk
management issues and seek in-
volvement and action by people who are
best able to reduce the likelihood and/or
consequences of risks.

A risk register usually supports four main
types of actions which are:

Preventative actions to reduce the
likelihood of occurrence or the con-
sequences should the event occur - if
cost-effective, these are done before the
event.
Contingency actions to reduce the con-
sequences should the event occur - if
cost-effective, these are done during or

after the occurrence of the event
Recovery actions to enable the project or
organisation to move forward after the
event – they do not reduce the likelihood
or consequences of the event itself, but
limit the spread of ‘knock-on’ events that
reduce business continuity
Transfer actions to transfer the loss to
someone else such as an insurance
company or sub-contractor – they do not
reduce the likelihood of the event but do
reduce the consequences and must be
enacted prior to the risk occurring

Conclusion
Risk management of occupational health
and safety will be a regular guest on the
agenda of management. However, apart
from just being a requirement management
may realise the benefits of occupational
health and safety, especially when
registered to the respective local standard:

Reduction of risk.
Competitive advantages.
Compliance with legal requirements.
Improvement of overall performance.
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