
 

 

Consulting with employees on Health & Safety 
issues 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
By law employers have a duty to consult with their employees or, where appropriate, their 
representatives on health and safety matters. 
 
Consultation involves employers providing information to employees and talking and listening to them 
as part of the health and safety decision making process. 
 
Workplaces that involve their employees in health and safety often have lower accident rates and 
higher productivity and workforce morale. Employee involvement can help to form closer working 
relationships which can lead to a safer and better managed working environment. 
 
WHY SHOULD EMPLOYERS CONSULT EMPLOYEES ON HEALTH AND SAFETY MATTERS? 
 
Involving and consulting with employees about health and safety can be beneficial to both parties and 
can result in: - 
 

• A healthier and safer workplace. 
 

• More appropriate decisions being made about health and safety. 
 

• Stronger commitment, by the employer, to put into effect decisions and/or actions. 
 

• Joint problem solving. 
 

• An improvement in co-operation between employers and employees. 
 
 

WHAT MUST EMPLOYERS CONSULT ABOUT? 
 
Employers must consult with their employees, or their representatives, on a number of health and 
safety matters, including: - 
 

• The risks associated with their work. 
 

• Measures in place to control those risks. 
 

• What employees should do if they find they are exposed to a risk. 
 

• Emergency procedures that are in place. 
 

• New measures that might substantially affect their health and safety at work, e.g. the 
introduction of new equipment, substances or technology. 

 
• Planning and organisation of health and safety training. 



 

 

 
• The appointment of competent people to assist with compliance of health and safety 

legislation. 
 

• To allow employees or their representatives to fully participate in any consultation, employers 
must provide them with sufficient information. 

 
In many cases this information may already form part of the organisation’s health and safety 
management system, e.g. risk assessments or safe operating procedures, but can also include: 
 

• Statistics on accident records, ill health and sickness absence. 
 

• Details of accident investigations and subsequent action. 
 

• Inspections of the workplace by enforcing authorities. 

 
 
 
WHAT FORMAT SHOULD CONSULTATION FOLLOW? 
 
Involving employees in health and safety can be a simple process and may include: - 
 

• Holding regular health and safety meetings, e.g. to deal specifically with high risk issues, 
discuss proposed changes to the workplace and/or equipment or to discuss health 
surveillance. 
 

• Appointing a health and safety representative to act as a ‘voice’ for employees, i.e. under The 
Health and Safety (Consultation with Employees) Regulations and/or The Safety 
Representatives and Safety Committees Regulations. (See below for more information). 

 
• Conducting toolbox talks. 

 
• Providing a suggestion box. 

 
• Involving employees in accident investigations and workplace inspections. 

 
• Reviewing risk assessments and safe working procedures using valuable input from relevant 

employees, i.e. those who have considerable knowledge of the job and organisation. 
 

• Providing employees with information relating to their health and safety at work. 
 
Once health and safety meetings have taken place, employers must ensure that: - 
 

• Employees, or their representatives, have enough time to consider any health safety matters 
raised and, where appropriate, to provide informed decisions. 
 

• All relevant managers, supervisors and employees are kept fully informed of the findings of 
the meetings. 

 



 

 

• Ensure that minutes or records of the meetings are made available. 
 

• Complete any action plans in a timely manner. 
 
CONSULTATION UNDER THE SAFETY REPRESENTATIVES AND SAFETY 
COMMITTEES REGULATIONS OR THE HEALTH AND SAFETY 
(CONSULTATION WITH EMPLOYEES) REGULATIONS 
 
The Health and Safety (Consultation with Employees) Regulations and The Safety Representatives 
and Safety Committees Regulations set out an employer’s duty to consult their workforce on health 
and safety matters. These Regulations can apply to the majority of workplaces but usually employers 
only need to consult under one set, depending on the workplace. 
 
The following provides a summary of how each set of Regulations work and to which type of 
workplace they are relevant. 
 
Consultation under the Safety Representatives and Safety Committees 
Regulations 
 
In an organisation with employees in a recognised trade union in any part of the business: - 
 

• The Safety Representatives and Safety Committees Regulations will apply if that trade union 
has appointed, or is about to appoint, safety representatives and the employer must consult 
the union appointed health and safety representatives on health and 
safety matters affecting the employees that are represented. 
 

Consultation under the Health and Safety (Consultation with Employees) 
Regulations 
 
In an organisation where employees are not represented under the Safety Representatives and 
Safety Committees Regulations, e.g. if: - 
 

• The employer does not recognise trade unions, or the employer does recognise trade unions, 
but representatives have not been, or are not to be, appointed, or there are employees who 
do not belong to a trade union and recognised trade unions have not agreed to represent 
them, the Health and Safety (Consultation with Employees) Regulations will apply. 

 
Where this Regulation applies, employers can choose to consult: - 
 

• With employees directly as individuals or via, elected health and safety representatives*, or 
a combination of both. 
 

 
*If employers decide to consult employees via an elected representative, employees must elect one or more people to 
represent them. The elected representatives must be employed in the group that elects them. 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
The following flow diagram below shows how the Regulations apply to an organisation. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

The following table provides a comparison of the various functions and responsibilities# applicable to 
the health and safety representatives. 
 

 
 
It is good practice for health and safety representatives elected under the Health and Safety 
(Consultation with 
Employees) Regulations to carry out equivalent functions to those undertaken by the union appointed 
representatives (provided they agree to those). 
 
TRAINING AND ASSISTANCE FOR HEALTH AND SAFETY REPRESENTATIVES 
 
Employers are required to provide all health and safety representatives sufficient paid time, as is 
reasonably necessary, to carry out their duties and undertake training in those duties. 
 
Where the representatives have been appointed under the Safety Representatives and Safety 
Committees Regulations the TUC or trade union concerned will offer training and usually meet the 
costs. Otherwise the employer will need to meet the reasonable costs of the relevant training, 
including any travel and subsistence costs. 
 



 

 

 
HEALTH AND SAFETY COMMITTEES 
 
Setting them up and making them work 
 
If two or more union-appointed health and safety representatives request in writing that their employer 
sets up a health and safety committee, the employer must do so within three months of the request. 
 
Although there is no such requirement where employers consult health and safety representatives 
who have been elected by the workforce, it is good practice to set up a health and safety committee 
where: - 
 

• There are several health and safety representatives elected by employees, or Employers 
have to consult both union-appointed health and safety representatives and 
employee-elected representatives. 
 

If employers and their health and safety representatives wish to set up a dedicated health and safety 
committee, it is useful to agree: - 
 
How the committee is to work. 
 
Consider setting out basic rules and procedures, preferably in writing, to include the committee’s 
purpose and objectives and arrangements for meetings and for reporting the outcome of those 
meetings to employees. 
 
Who the committee members will be. 
 
Depending upon the size of the business and the type of work undertaken, the members can include 
managers, employees, contractors and specialists. 
 
How often the committee members will meet. 
 
Again, this will depend on the size and type of business, but they should be planned in advance, 
wherever possible. Some meetings, e.g. following an accident may need to be arranged at short 
notice. 
 
What the committee will do. 
 
The meeting should provide an opportunity to discuss certain matters with the employee 
representatives (for further consultation with the employees). These issues can include some general 
issues, e.g. accident statistics, risk assessments or emergency procedures and to allow for other 
items to be added as necessary. 
 
How decisions are to be made. 
 
For example, discuss if actions are needed, recommend and record agreed actions, follow up the 
actions and review them at a later date. 
 



 

 

 
How disagreements are dealt with. 
 
This can include recommending other options for consideration. 
 
What resources will be needed. 
 
Consider the time needed to conduct the meetings, an area or room where the meetings or private 
conversations can be held, a lockable drawer or cabinet to hold records etc. and training to enable the 
representatives to carry out their role. 
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