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This guide is intended to support you in 
meeting your moral obligation and legal 
duty to protect the health, safety and 
wellbeing of everyone affected by your 
organisation’s activities.

The main objective of a General Risk 
Assessment (GRA) is to decide what steps you 
need to take to comply with health and safety 
law. In this way, understanding how to conduct 
a GRA is fundamental to overall health and 
safety management.

One of the first things we always do when we 
visit a client’s premises is perform a GRA.
Why is this important?

Well, under the Management of Health and 
Safety at Work Regulations 1999 (MHSWR), 
you must:
• Carry out a risk assessment.
• Identify and record any significant risks.
• Put in place measures to control or remove 

risks.
• Appoint competent people to advise you.

If you’re reading this guide, 
it’s a good sign that you take 
health and safety seriously.
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You may have questions about what’s 
involved and how you might properly carry 
out the required risk assessment. Rather than 
trawl the internet, this comprehensive and 
easy-to-follow guide has been produced as a 
tool to assist employers in drawing up a GRA.

Of course, there can never really be a one-
size-fits-all assessment as every workplace 
is different, but a GRA may nevertheless 
be used to “generally” assess the hazards 
typically found in routine activities or 
workplaces. In this way, GRAs cover similar 
activities or work equipment in different 
organisations, sectors or locations.

In less routine workplaces or those more 
unusual activities, a Specific Risk Assessment 
may be needed to consider the specific risks.

The MHSWR require risk assessments to be 
“suitable and sufficient” and either a GRA 
or Specific Risk Assessment may satisfy the 
suitable and sufficient requirement.

The aim of this guide is to walk you through a 
GRA and provide guidance on the key issues 
in carrying one out, including:
• Identifying what your duties are under 

the MHSWR
• Explaining how to conduct a proper GRA
• Setting out how to identify hazards and 

minimise the risks in your workplace
• Offering expert advice on good practice 

and avoiding common mistakes.

And remember, if you don’t feel confident 
going it alone, or don’t have the resource 
in-house, WorkNest’s experienced Health & 
Safety Consultants can conduct an on-site 
GRA for you and advise on the steps you 
need to take to rectify any health and safety 
shortcomings uncovered.
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1. 
Must I do a General 
Risk Assessment?



General Risk Assessments: 
The legal bit

As an employer, you are required to make a 
“suitable and sufficient” risk assessment of 
your work activities under the MHSWR.

An assessment of risk is nothing more than 
a careful examination of what, in your work, 
could cause harm to people. A GRA may be 
suitable and sufficient for the purposes of the 
MHSWR.

A GRA must cover the health and safety risks 
both to employees and non-employees. For 
example, it must include anyone exposed to 
your activities, such as contractors, visitors, 
customers or members of the public.

A suitable and sufficient GRA should:
• Identify the significant risks arising from 

your work activities.
• Reveal what existing general control 

measures you have in place.
• Identify whether those measures are 

enough to comply with health and safety 
law.

• If existing controls don’t reduce the risk of 
someone being harmed to an acceptable 
level, determine what other steps you  
must take.

Employers have a legal duty to reduce 
all risks to as low a level as is “reasonably 
practicable”.

If you have five or more employees, you must 
record:
• The General Risk Assessment’s significant 

findings
• Any group of employees identified as 

being especially at risk.

If you have fewer than five employees, you will 
still need to conduct a GRA, although you’re 
not required to write anything down. Even so, 
it’s good practice to do so as this will  
evidence the steps you have taken to keep 
risk to a minimum.

You must also clearly inform your employees 
of the:
• Risks to their health and safety identified 

by the GRA
• Preventative and protective measures you 

have taken to reduce or eliminate these 
risks.
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You must review your General Risk 
Assessment if:
• There is reason to believe it is no longer  

valid.
• There been a significant change.

Of course, you must make changes if the 
review shows that they are needed.

Suitable and sufficient?

The term “suitable and sufficient” is important 
as it sets out how detailed the GRA should  
be. Unfortunately, the term is not defined in 
the MHSWR.

Fortunately, the Approved Code of Practice 
(ACoP) to the MHSWR did provide some 
guidance. It says: “The level of risk arising from 
the work activity should determine the degree 
of sophistication of the risk assessment.” It 
also states that insignificant risks can usually 
be ignored, as can risks from routine activities 
which are part of life in general.

While the ACoP (L21) has been withdrawn, it 
may still be very good guidance.

In practice, a risk can only be considered 
insignificant if some attention is paid to it 
during the General Risk Assessment process. 
If there’s any doubt, it’s best to state in the GRA 
record which risks are considered insignificant.

The GRA should:
• Be appropriate for the work activities. 

(Note that some activities require 
Specific Risk Assessments such as using 
VDU workstations under the Health 
and Safety (Display Screen Equipment) 
Regulations 1992).

• Identify the risk from or connected with 
the work. The level of detail should be 
proportionate to the risk.
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Remember
The GRA must be suitable and sufficient, 
not perfect!
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2. 
Who should carry 
out the General Risk 
Assessment?



You can do the General Risk 
Assessment yourself or have it 
carried out by:

• Someone in your employment; or
• External Health & Safety Consultants.

However, the MHSWR require employers to 
have “competent” health and safety assistance 
– somebody who is able to make sure you are 
complying with health and safety law. In other 
words, whoever is doing it must be what they 
call a competent person.

When deciding whether an individual can be 
considered ‘competent’, you should  
ask yourself:
• Have they had relevant training, such as a 

course accredited by IOSH?
• Do they have practical knowledge and 

experience of managing health and safety?
• Do they have the appropriate skills and 

technical ability to develop solutions  
to problems?

If you are a small firm, you should only do 
the GRA yourself if you’re confident that 
you understand what’s involved. The key is 
having “sufficient training and experience or 
knowledge and other qualities” to be able to 
identify risks and evaluate how effectively risk 
is being controlled.
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3. 
What are the 
objectives of a 
General Risk 
Assessment?
The main goal of a General Risk Assessment is to decide 
what steps you need to take to comply with health and 
safety law. In other words, how to reduce the level of 
occupational injuries and ill health.



GRAs allow you to work out 
appropriate and cost effective 
control steps. In order to make 
the right decisions on controls, 
you need:

• An idea of the relative importance of  
risks

• To know as much about the risks  
as possible.

The purpose of a GRA, therefore, is to help 
you weigh up whether you:
• Have taken enough precautions; or
• Should do more to reduce the risk to an 

acceptable level.

Importantly, you cannot produce a Health & 
Safety Policy detailing your health and safety 
arrangements and organisation for carrying 
it out until you have assessed risk. Without an 
assessment, it’s impossible to be sure of the 
significant issues to be controlled.
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4. 
What are the 
different types 
of General Risk 
Assessment?
There are two basic ways of assessing risk.



The first measures risk by relating the 
probability of the risk happening to how 
serious things would be if an accident 
occurred. It’s then given a numerical 
value. The probability estimate in this 
“quantitative” General Risk Assessment 
is objectively or independently based on 
known risk information which is applied to 
the organisation being considered.

The second and more common way of 
assessing risk is “qualitative”. This is subjective. 
In other words, it’s purely based on personal 
judgement backed by generalised data 
on risk. Risks are normally defined as high, 
medium or low. This generally determines the 
time frame for taking further action.

Qualitative GRAs are much simpler and usually 
satisfy the legal requirements of the MHSWR. 
However, more rigorous methods are needed 
in cases of especially high risk, public concern, 
or where the consequences of an incident 
may be large and widespread.

As well as the general requirement under 
the MHSWR for a suitable and sufficient 
assessment, several regulations contain 
their own requirements for a Specific Risk 
Assessment. They include regulations on 
manual handling, work equipment, display 
screen equipment and substances hazardous 
to health.
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5. 
What does a 
proper General 
Risk Assessment 
include?



Contents
If you employ five or more people, you must 
record the significant findings. Even if you 
have fewer than five employees, it will be 
useful to keep a written record of the General 
Risk Assessment.

For a GRA to be “suitable and sufficient”, its 
record should contain details of the:
• Hazards and risks identified
• Existing protective control measures and 

their effectiveness (cross- 
reference can be made to manuals and 
other documents)

• Further preventative controls needed
• Group of people being exposed to risk
• Review date.

Only the significant hazards and  
conclusions need be recorded. The Health 
and Safety Executive (HSE) has published a 
brief risk assessment guide, which may be a 
useful resource.

A written record is an excellent way of 
demonstrating your compliance with the law 
to a health and safety inspector.

The MHSWR require that you review your 
GRA in certain circumstances (see section 
one). You should also review for changed 
circumstances over time.

Living documents
General Risk Assessments are living 
documents and need regular review – usually 
annually. They must also be reviewed:
• After any changes in your work process or 

pattern, or following other circumstances 
that vary the risks

• When advances in technology mean more 
appropriate control measures are available.

Accidents, ill health and dangerous 
occurrences or “near misses” should always 
prompt a review of your GRA.

It would therefore be wise to include in the 
documents:
• A note of the date the assessment was 

made
• The date for the next regular review.

Similarly, it would be sensible to include a 
note to employees reminding them of their 
duty under the MHSWR to inform you of any 
shortcomings in the GRA.
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6. 
What does a 
General Risk 
Assessment involve?



The General Risk Assessment process can be divided into a 
basic six-step approach:

Step 1
Identify hazards

Step 4
Are existing risk controls 
sufficient?

Step 3
Evaluate the risk level

Step 6
Monitor and review

Step 2
Identify who is at risk of harm

Step 5
Keep a record of the GRA findings
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Walk around your workplace, keeping your 
eyes open and taking a common-sense 
approach. Look at what could reasonably 
be expected to cause a health and safety 
problem. Focus on significant hazards that 
could result in serious harm to people.

Ask workers’ opinions. They may have 
noticed something that’s not immediately 
obvious. Manufacturer handbooks or data 
sheets can also help you spot hazards and 
put risks into perspective. Look at accident 
and ill-health records.

The hazards to be identified are those 
that relate to machinery, equipment, tools, 
procedure, tasks, processes and the physical 
aspects of your premises.

In other words – everything!

Step 1
Identify hazards

Hazard checklist

Hazards vary from workplace to workplace 
but the below checklist shows the common 
significant hazards.

Equipment/mechanical
• Entanglement
• Friction/abrasion
• Cutting
• Shearing
• Stabbing/puncturing
• Impact
• Crushing
• Drawing-in
• Air or high-pressure fluid injection
• Ejection of parts
• Pressure/vacuum
• Display screen equipment
• Hand tools

Particles and dust
• Inhilation
• Ingestion
• Abrasion of skin or eye

Transport
• Works vehicles
• Mechanical handling
• People/vehicle interface

Radiation
• Ionising
• Non-ionising
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Access
• Slips, trips and falls
• Falling or moving objects
• Obstruction or projection
• Working at height
• Confined spaces
• Excavations

Handling/lifting
• Manual handling
• Mechanical handling

Electricity
• Fixed installation
• Portable tools and equipment

The individual
• Person not suited to work
• Long hours
• High work rate
• Violence to staff
• Unsafe behaviour of individual
• Stress
• Pregnant/nursing women
• Young people

Chemicals
• Dust/fumes/gas
• Toxic
• Irritant
• Sensitising
• Corrosive
• Carcinogenic
• Nuisance

Biological
• Bacteria
• Viral
• Fungal

Environmental
• Noise
• Vibration
• Light
• Humidity
• Ventilation
• Temperature
• Overcrowding

Fire and explosion
• Flammable materials/gases/liquids
• Explosion
• Means of escape, alarms and detection

Other factors to consider
• Poor maintenance
• Lack of supervision
• Lack of training
• Lack of information
• Inadequate instruction
• Unsafe systems

Full-time employees and contractors are 
the most obvious people at risk. It will be 
necessary to check that they are competent 
to perform their tasks. However, other groups 
may spend time in your workplace, including 
visitors, cleaners and maintenance workers, 
and they should be cosnidered too.

Young workers, trainees and new and 
expectant mothers may be particularly at risk.

Step 2
Identify who is at risk of harm
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In identifying hazards, you may have noticed 
that some risks have already been addressed 
or controlled. Your goal is to reduce the 
remaining “residual risk” to as low a level as 
is “reasonably practicable”.

This will require you to draw up a list of the 
work to be done, giving priority to high risks 
and/or risks that affect the most people.

Techniques for producing a priority list for 
action vary from the very simple to very 
complex. There is no legal need to introduce 
numbers into a General Risk Assessment 
and for most workplaces a qualitative GRA is 
perfectly acceptable.

Step 3
Evaluate the risk level

The following risk management matrix combines the two risk levels:

Organisational risk 
level

Occupational risk level

Low Medium High

Low L L M

Medium L M H

High M H Unsatisfactory

In some cases, no action will be needed. You 
will of course have to make sure that you are 
complying with the law by reducing the risk to 
as low a level as is reasonably practicable.

Risk matrix charts can help establish whether 
the residual risk is high, medium or low. You 
can apply them to your organisational risk. 
Such risks add to the activity or occupational 
risk level.

For example, poor supervision of an activity 
increases its overall risk level.
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A quantitative General Risk Assessment 
tries to quantify the level of risk in terms of 
the likelihood of an accident and its severity. 
Obviously, the risk will be higher where the 
likelihood and severity are high.

Likelihood depends on factors such as the 
control methods in place, how often there is 
exposure to the hazard, and the category of 
person exposed to the risk.

Severity depends on the hazard’s 
consequences, for example, voltage,  
toxicity, etc.

The HSE suggests a simple 3 x 3 matrix 
to determine risk levels in its document 
“Managing for health and safety” (HSG65).

Likelihood of occurrence / Likelihood level
Harm certain or near certain to occur / High 3
Harm will often occur / Medium 2
Harm will seldom occur / Low 1

Severity of harm / Severity level
Death or major injury as defined by RIDDOR 
/ Major 3
Three-day injury or illness as defined by 
RIDDOR / Serious 2
All other injuries or illnesses / Slight 1

Likelihood
Severity

Slight 1 Serious 2 Major 3

Low 1 Low 1 Low 2 Medium 3

Medium 2 Low 2 Medium 4 High 6

High 3 Low 3 High 6 High 9

Risk=Severity x Likelihood
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Expert Tip
A General Risk Assessment will typically 
judge whether the risk level of someone 
being injured is high, medium or low. The 
definitions set your timetable for reducing 
risk:
• High-risk activities should normally be 

tackled immediately
• Medium risks in days/weeks
• Low risks in months.
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The effectiveness of your existing controls 
needs to be assessed in order to estimate 
the residual risk.

Some hazards, such as fire, electricity, lead 
and asbestos, have specific regulations that 
apply, such as Approved Codes of Practice 
or guidance. You should review them and 
put in place any recommendations. Advice 
on controls may also be available from trade 
associations, trade unions or employers’ 
organisations.

Check existing preventative measures are 
properly working and make sure everyone 
clearly understands their purpose.

Hierarchy of risk control measures
When assessing how effective existing 
controls are or putting in place new controls, a 
hierarchy of risk controls should be considered.

First, try eliminating a hazard through 
alternative work methods, design 
improvements or changing the process. If you 
can’t completely remove the hazard, the next 
step is to control the risk so that the likelihood 
of harm occurring is as low as possible.

Step 4
Are existing risk controls 
sufficient?

The following list may help you achieve this. 
In order of preference:
• Substitute – use a less risky system, 

process or piece of equipment.
• Prevent access to the hazard through 

barriers or enclosure.
• Limit the time people are exposed to the 

hazard.
• Organise work so that people are least 

exposed to the hazard and control the 
way in which they may be exposed to 
risk – this involves safe systems of work 
and, in special high-risk situations, written 
permits to work.

• Use warning systems, such as signs, 
instructions and labels.

• Provide personal protective clothing 
(PPE) but only when all other options are 
exhausted – PPE should be a last resort.

• Make adequate and suitable welfare 
facilities available, such as washrooms 
and first aid kits.
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You must record the General Risk 
Assessment’s significant findings if you 
have five or more employees. This means 
writing down the significant hazards and 
conclusions. Employees must be told of the 
findings.

For the GRA to be “suitable and sufficient”, 
you need to show that:
• A proper check was made.
• You asked about who was involved.
• You dealt with all obvious hazards.
• Your precautions are reasonable.
• Your residual risk is low.

To make things simple, refer to procedures, 
documents, policies, etc. where hazards are 
listed and controls set rather than spelling 
things out all over again.

You are bound to introduce new 
procedures, processes or equipment into 
the workplace at some point. Your General 
Risk Assessment needs revising when this 
happens.

Risks change as conditions change and a 
fresh assessment will be needed.

Small organisations with few or simple 
hazards:
• Straightforward process based on 

informed judgement and guidance.
• Obvious hazards and risks can be directly 

addressed.
• No complicated process or skills required.

Intermediate cases:
• Might require specialist advice, 

knowledge or techniques in some areas.

Large and hazardous sites:
• A much more sophisticated approach 

will be required, especially for complex 
processes.

• Other legislation may require detailed 
safety reports. For example, use of 
hazardous substances or bulk storage.

Step 5
Keep a record of the GRA findings

Step 6
Monitor and review
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7. 
How should the 
General Risk 
Assessment be 
managed?
Risk assessment is part of the planning and 
implementation stage of the health and safety 
management system recommended by the HSE.



The General Risk Assessment 
process needs to cover all 
aspects of your organisation, 
including health and safety 
management.

This involves assessing risk in your 
maintenance procedures, training 
programmes and supervisory arrangements.

A GRA of your organisation should reveal 
the significant hazards and general control 
measures in place. Such a risk assessment 
should be completed first.

It may then need to be followed by more 
Specific Risk Assessments that examine 
individual work activities.
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8. 
Some definitions



Some basic definitions relevant 
to assessing risk:

General Risk Assessments
GRAs are used to assess hazards such 
as electricity or fire in routine workplace 
situations or normal activities. They cover 
similar work equipment or activities in 
different departments, sites or organisations.

Significant risks, for example in an office or 
small factory, may be suitably and sufficiently 
assessed overall using a GRA.

Specific Risk Assessments
Specific Risk Assessments are used in less 
routine work situations or unusual activities 
where risks may not be satisfactorily controlled 
by the steps provided for in a GRA. Specific 
Risk Assessments are required in specific 
instances, for example, when installing a new 
piece of equipment.

When considering specific topics, such as 
fire risk, a Specific Risk Assessment would 
be used to consider the specific risks 
surrounding a fire.

The MHSWR require a “suitable and sufficient” 
risk assessment. Either a GRA or Specific Risk 
Assessment may be suitable and sufficient.

Hazard and risk
A hazard is something with the potential 
to cause harm. Hazards can be activities, 
processes or substances. They:
• Take many forms, including, for example, 

chemicals, electricity or use of a  
ladder

• Can be ranked relative to other hazards or 
possible levels of danger.

A risk is the likelihood of an activity, process 
or substance causing harm if the hazard is 
realised. The extent of the risk depends on the:
• Likelihood of harm occurring
• Potential severity of the harm, i.e. resulting 

injury or ill-health effect
• People who might be affected by the 

hazard, i.e. the number who might  
be exposed.
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Risk – or rather, the level of risk – is heavily 
linked to how severe its consequences might 
be. Good management can:
• Reduce risks.
• Control hazards.

It’s important to distinguish between hazards 
and risks. The two are easily confused. 
Activities are often labelled high-risk when 
they are in fact high-hazard. Electricity is high 
hazard. It has the potential to kill. However, the 
risk or likelihood of someone being killed on 
coming into contact with an electrical device 
in your organisation is hopefully low.

Near miss
This is any incident that might have resulted 
in an accident. Knowledge of near misses is 
important. Research shows that for every 10 
or so near misses at a particular site, a minor 
accident will occur.

Dangerous occurrence
This is a near miss that could have resulted 
in serious injury or death. It must be reported 
to the enforcement authorities under the 
Reporting of Injuries, Diseases and Dangerous 
Occurrences Regulations (RIDDOR) 1995.

Dangerous occurrences are further defined in 
RIDDOR.

Reasonably practicable
This is the most common level of duty of care 
in health and safety. Essentially, no action is 
necessary where the risk of injury is very small 
compared to the cost, time and effort needed 
to reduce it. The cost, time and trouble must 
“grossly outweigh” and not “balance” the risk.

Suitable and sufficient 
This term defines the scope and extent of any 
risk assessment. It is interpreted in a similar 
way to “reasonably practicable”. 
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