
Following a workplace incident or near miss (an incident that almost 
happened), WorkSafeBC may investigate to identify the causes and explore 
other related factors. WorkSafeBC investigations officer Nigel Corduff  
talks about how risk assessment can prevent incidents and benefit workers 
and employers.

Q. What is a risk assessment?
A. Risk assessments are not as complicated as people might think. They 

come down to a basic principle: ensuring that people don’t come into 
contact with things that could cause them harm. A basic risk assessment 
is a list of the hazards in a workplace that could prevent workers from 
going home healthy and safe. If something is moving, or has a chemical 
or physical aspect to it that could be harmful to the worker, and the 
worker touches it or is exposed to it, you’re dealing with a hazard that  
can put workers at risk of injury.

Q. Why is risk assessment so important?
A. Risk assessment is an integral part of incident prevention. By identifying 

hazards, you can change work practices or processes to keep people 
safer. Assessment can also make people more aware of risks and create 
ways to avoid or minimize them. Knowing the risk helps not just your 
workers but also others who may be on your jobsite, like contractors, 
visitors, and members of the public.

Risk assessment is also good business. It helps keep people safe  
and productive, which reduces injury costs and paperwork. The saddest 
thing is when our investigators get called in. That means someone has 
been exposed to an uncontrolled hazard and the worst has already 
happened. Failing to assess risk could change someone’s life in a negative 
way, forever.
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Q. How do I assess risk at my business?
A. First, look for things that could harm people and 

develop a list. Work with your Joint Health and 
Safety Committee or worker representatives. If 
you’re a small employer, it can be as simple as 
walking around and taking notes during your normal 
workplace inspections. When making your list, 
always consider the worst-case scenario. 

It’s important to get input from people doing the 
work, from supervisors, and from other levels of 
management. They may come up with something 
you didn’t think of. You can also look at your first 
aid records and near-miss reports, to see what kind 
of hazards your workers are facing. 

Next, rate the level of risk presented by the hazard. 
For example, high, moderate, or low risk. There’s  
a simple formula you can use: Risk = exposure + 
probability + consequences. Consider the example 
of a tree faller using a chainsaw. The worker can  
be cutting trees for hours at a time, so there’s a lot 
of exposure. A number of fallers get injured every 
year, so there’s definitely probability. And, the 
consequences of something happening to the faller 
can be fatal. Add those factors together and you’d 
rate the risk of using a chainsaw to fall trees as high.

Once the risk is assessed, you need to plan controls 
to eliminate or reduce the risk when there’s a 
potential for injury. Don’t just settle for one control. 
Try for two or three levels of redundancy.

Q. What often gets overlooked during risk 
assessments?

A. People can become accustomed to the risk so they 
discount the fact that an incident could happen, they 
don’t recognize a hazard, or they don’t think through 
all the controls they could use.

Another problem is not writing down the risk 
assessment. It needs to be reviewed. You can’t keep 
it in your head because it won’t protect other people 
if they’re not aware of it.

Q. Is there a standard format for creating a 
risk assessment?

A. There are many different models. Choose one that 
reflects your workplace’s health and safety culture. 
A good guideline to remember is that you have to be 
able to explain your risk assessment to all levels of 
people in your workplace, from front-line workers  
to the people in the executive suite. They all have to 
understand it.

Q. How often do I need to review my risk 
assessment?

A. This is a living document, so review it regularly — 
once a year at the very least and whenever 
conditions change in your workplace, such as a  
new machine or a new process, material, or worker.  
If you’re dealing with a breakdown or other upset 
condition, review is essential at these times.

Q. Where can I get more information on risk 
assessment?

A. You can call on our officers and visit worksafebc.com 
for free resources. Your health and safety association 
has information too. And you can find all kinds of 
risk assessment tools online.

Looking for answers to your specific health and safety 
questions? Send them to us at worksafemagazine@
worksafebc.com, and we’ll consider them for our next 
“Ask an officer” feature.  W

ohandscanada.ca 
778-471-6407

OH&S Safety Consulting and Training 
Solutions. We strive to provide high quality 
safety services and products when and where 
you need it!

InSTruCTOr regISTry HaS a plaCe fOr yOu!

If you are considering becoming an occupational 
safety instructor, rest assured you have come to 
the right place! At OH&S we have everything 
you need to deliver workplace safety training 
programs, backed by the safety industry’s best 

customer service, and the best instructional 
support materials. The OH&S Instructor 
Certification Course is the ticket you need.

WorkSafeBC Prevention and Investigations officers cannot and do not provide advice on specific cases or issues 
referenced in this article. WorkSafeBC and WorkSafe Magazine disclaim responsibility for any reliance on this 
information, which is provided for readers’ general education only. For more specific information on Prevention 
matters, contact the WorkSafeBC Prevention Information Line at 604.276.3100 or toll-free at 1.888.621.7233.
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