
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Managing work health and safety risks in 

everyday practice 

Everyone benefits from a healthy and safe 

workplace.  

Some of these benefits include fewer injuries, improved 

worker engagement, better productivity and less workers’ 

compensation costs. The main legislation that directs 

businesses in their obligations to operate in a healthy and 

safe way are the work health and safety (WHS) laws in each 

state and territory. 

While everyone has a role to play in a safe workplace, WHS 

legislation places accountability, known as a ‘duty of care’, on 

persons conducting a business or undertaking (PCBU
1
) to 

protect the health and safety of people in the workplace. 

While there are some differences from state to state, 

(especially in WA and Victoria), work health and safety laws 

generally require PCBUs to ‘manage risks’ to health and 

safety by eliminating them, and if it not reasonably 

practicable
2
 to do this, then to minimise these risks as far as is 

reasonably practicable. 

 

 

So what does risk management look like in work health and 

safety management? The How to Manage Work Health and 

Safety Risks Code of Practice (2011), available from Safe 

Work Australia (www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au), provides this 

guidance to businesses. Figure 1 illustrates the WHS risk 

management process. 

An important first step in managing WHS risk is management 

commitment. If the leaders in your business take WHS 

seriously and demonstrate that they do so via their actions, 

workers are more likely to follow. That is, stating that health 

and safety is important in your business is not enough; you 

have to show it in your everyday practices, such as getting 

involved in safety issues and allocating appropriate resources 

to safety.  

Another element of the risk management process is 

consultation. Managers and workers should share 

information that has an impact on safety. For example, having 

WHS as a standing agenda item at staff meetings creates an 

opportunity to discuss WHS regularly. 

The next steps involved in managing risks to health and 

safety in the workplace are: 

 
 
 

1. Identify the hazards – what can cause harm? For 

example, poor housekeeping practices can result in slips, 

trips and falls. Using a checklist at the start of the working 

day prompting workers to check that their work areas are 

tidy and free of trip hazards can be part of your usual daily 

routine.  

2.  Assess the risks – how likely is the harm to happen, and 

how serious could it be? If the hazard creates a risk of 

serious injury that is almost certain to happen, the hazard 

needs to be urgently eliminated or reduced as much as 

possible. 

3.  Control the risks – take steps to eliminate the risks. If 

that’s not reasonably practicable, then find the most effective 

combination of measures to reduce the risks as much as 

possible. For instance, if you can’t avoid storing items on 

high shelves, consider using appropriate ladders or step 

stools and storing only light and small items on high shelves. 

4.  Review the control measures – go back and check 

whether the actions you put in place to eliminate or reduce 

the risks are working as you intended. For example, a way to 

check whether the control measures reduced the risk to 

workers and others is to review your injury statistics. 

Steps involved in managing risks to health and safety 
in the workplace 

Figure 1 - The WHS risk management process
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1. A ‘person conducting a business or undertaking’ (PCBU) is a new term under the model Work Health and Safety Act and Regulations that includes ‘employers’ as defined under 

the previous occupational health and safety legislation. A PCBU has a primary duty of care to ensure workers and others are not exposed to risks to their health and safety. The 

term is not necessarily used in all state legislation. 

2. The term ‘reasonably practicable’ has specific meaning in WHS legislation which may vary from state to state. As per the interpretive guideline of the model Work Health and 

Safety Act, the term is used in the context of this brochure to mean ‘that what can be done should be done unless it is reasonable in the circumstances for the duty-holder to do 

something less. 

3. Safe Work Australia (2011) How to Manage Work Health and Safety Risks Code of Practice.  Retrieved from: 

http://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/sites/swa/about/publications/pages/manage-whs-risks-cop. Date accessed: 28 May 2014. 

 

Guild Insurance Limited ABN 55 004 538 863, AFS Licence No. 233 791.  This article contains information of a general nature only, and is not intended to 

constitute the provision of legal advice. Guild Insurance supports your Association through the payment of referral fees for certain products or services you 

take out with them. 

 

 

 

 

“An important first step 
in managing WHS risk 
is management 
commitment. If the 
leaders in your 
business take WHS 
seriously and 
demonstrate that they 
do so via their actions, 
workers are more likely 
to follow.” 

 

 

 

 

 

Where to go if you need more information 

This purpose of this brochure has been to draw your attention to 

PCBUs’ duty to manage risks to health and safety in the 

workplace. This is one duty; however they also have other duties 

under WHS legislation. Although the information provided in this 

brochure is representative, it is not exhaustive, and there may be 

other risks to consider and manage in your workplace. You will 

need to consider if the information provided is appropriate for 

your situation. 

 Contact your local WHS regulator: 

 worksafe.act.gov.au 

Queensland deir.qld.gov.au/workplace 

Northern Territory worksafe.nt.gov.au 

South Australia safework.sa.gov.au 

New South Wales workcover.nsw.gov.au 

Western Australia commerce.wa.gov.au/worksafe 

Tasmania worksafe.tas.gov.au 

Victoria vwa.vic.gov.au 

Australian Capital Territory 

http://www.worksafe.act.gov.au/
http://www.worksafe.tas.gov.au/

