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What is a health hazard and how is that different to a 
health risk?

A health hazard is an agent that can cause harm

These are effectively safety hazards that fall into five 
broad categories:

• Physical (thermal extremes, vibration, noise)

• Chemical (dusts, fumes, fibre solids i.e. asbestos)

• Biological (legionelle, blood borne virus)

• Psychosocial (demands, lone working, control)

• Mechanical and ergonomic (manual handling, postures)

A health risk is the likelihood of damage or effect 
the agent might cause if it is not controlled

The effect can have an immediate effect on health, or 
can take weeks, months or years before symptoms 
develop.

It can affect:

• Locally (your skin)

• Distant (nerve endings)

• And/or widespread in the body (cancers)
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What is health 
surveillance?

• Health surveillance (HS) detects early signs 
indicating if work is affecting the health of a 
worker 

• Tailored, systematic HS programmes that are 
specific to the workplace hazards the worker is 
exposed to

• May involve regular assessments and 
monitoring (dependant on the HS programme 
required for the health risk)

• Manages the work-related health risk: 
preventative control measures
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What is fitness for work?

• Fitness for work checks for any ill health in an 
individual that could affect their ability to work 
safely

• Looks at fitness for work (FFW) at a moment in 
time and does not assess trends in health

• A comprehensive assessment of an individual’s 
overall health and wellbeing in relation to their 
capability to work safely to complete the 
requirements of their specific role

• Required for specific roles and duties (Safety 
Critical workers, confined spaces etc)
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How do they compare?
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Health Surveillance (HS) Fitness for Work (FFW) Commonality
Scope Checks if work hazards are affecting the health of a 

worker.
Checks for any ill health in an individual that could affect work. Ensuring wellbeing of employees

Requirement Statutory
Criminal offence if employees do not engage (where 
identified by risk assessment)

Best Practice (not legally or statutory required)
Helps to reduce accidents and detect health issues early.

Purpose To detect early signs of work-related ill health and take 
appropriate actions to prevent further harm.

To ensure worker is fit to undertake specific tasks expected of 
them.

Timings • Programmes tailored to specific workplace hazards
• May involve regular assessments and monitoring 

(often annual)
• Identifies any changes or issues related to 

occupational exposures

• Looks at fitness at that moment in time
• Review periods are predominantly longer (i.e., 1-3 years)
• Does not assess trends in health

Assessments present an opportunity 
to provide health promotion and 
education to the worker.

Monitoring • Systematic monitoring of workers health to identify 
early signs of work-related ill health.

• Manage any work-related health risks or hazards.

Comprehensive medical examinations and assessments that 
assess an individual's overall health, medical history, physical 
fitness and functional capabilities relevant to the job 
requirements.

Assessment types • Lung Function Testing
• Hearing Tests
• Skin Assessments
• Hand Arm Vibration (HAV’s)
• Asbestos or Lead Medicals

• Forklift Truck
• Safety Critical 
• Working at Height
• Confined spaces

HS can often be conducted during a 
FFW assessment, if there is a 
statutory requirement to do so.

Outcome • Managing work related health risks
• Implementing preventative and control measures
• Providing appropriate support and interventions
• Protection of health and wellbeing of employees.

• Assess an individual's fitness and suitability for a specific 
role.

Both approaches contribute to the 
safeguarding employee health but 
are applied at different stages and 
serve distinct purposes within the 
context of Occupational Health and 
Safety.



Key notes

• Fitness for work (FFW) is about more than safety critical assessments (that is just one example of FFW assessment)

• Health Surveillance (HS) is a regular programme of monitoring, either via questionnaire or by assessment, tailored to 
the individual depending on what health hazards they are exposed to and the associated health risk

• If the role is in scope, HS is required within 3 months of a new hire joining or a new placement beginning (to get a 
baseline)

• If the role is identified as needing a FFW assessment, this must be conducted and the certificate of fitness issued 
prior to an individual commencing in the role.

• The frequency of subsequent HS will depend on the results and health risks

• An employee may be required to have FFW assessments and HS depending on their role

▪ They can be completed at the same time if they are booked to coincide
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Further guidance, information and resources on this 
subject

External expertise 

• COSHH health surveillance - COSHH 
(hse.gov.uk)

• Managing construction health risks: Health 
surveillance - Managing occupational health 
risks in construction (hse.gov.uk)
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https://www.hse.gov.uk/coshh/basics/surveillance.htm
https://www.hse.gov.uk/coshh/basics/surveillance.htm
https://www.hse.gov.uk/construction/healthrisks/managing-essentials/health-surveillance.htm
https://www.hse.gov.uk/construction/healthrisks/managing-essentials/health-surveillance.htm
https://www.hse.gov.uk/construction/healthrisks/managing-essentials/health-surveillance.htm
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