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The Institution of Occupational Safety and Health (IOSH) is
the world’s largest professional health and safety
organisation, and the Chartered body for health and safety. 

Some commentators believe that small- and medium-sized
enterprises are the engine of the economic recovery. We
were keen to hear their views on workplace health and
safety, as they number an estimated 1,172,425 employers,
with 10.1 million employees and a combined estimated
turnover of £1,287 billion.*

Here we present the main findings from a survey carried out
in March 2012 by ComRes on behalf of IOSH as part of its
Li£e Savings campaign to make the business case for good
health and safety management. 

*Business population estimates for the UK and regions 2011,
Department for Business, Innovation and Skills.

Our online questionnaire asked 1,001 decision-makers from
companies with one to 249 employees which health and
safety-related support and economic incentives would
benefit their organisations and encourage them to provide
more employee health support. The survey also explored
their attitudes to health and safety, training, tracking the
costs of poor health and safety management, and the
impact of their actions.

The sample was drawn from the full range of sectors and
company sizes to give an accurate picture of views across all
UK small businesses.

We also look at three companies that have saved money
through good health and safety management. These
businesses were not part of the survey.

Safety in numbers?
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- Three-fifths of decision-makers in small and medium-
sized businesses think reduced employers’ liability
insurance premiums for good health and safety
management would benefit them.

- Nearly three-fifths (58 per cent) think that better access
to free high-quality health and safety guidance would be
helpful.

- Almost two-thirds of companies with 50–249 employees
think they’d benefit from tax breaks for subsidised gym
membership for their staff and at least half from tax
breaks for employee therapy (such as physiotherapy).

- It’s not only size of enterprise that matters – attitudes
and approaches to workplace health and safety vary
significantly from sector to sector.  

- The majority of companies (70 per cent) report that
health and safety management is important to their
company, but only half monitor the costs of sickness
absence and the effects of the actions they take to
improve health and safety.

- Very few companies are able to estimate how much
money they save through good health and safety
management.

Small business survey – 
findings at-a-glance
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We asked decision-makers in small businesses

how helpful they thought some health and

safety measures could be for their companies.

Reduced employers’ liability insurance premiums for good
health and safety management would be welcomed by
many decision-makers – 60 per cent of respondents say that
this would be beneficial to their company. A similar
proportion (58 per cent) thought that more or improved
access to free high-quality health and safety guidance would
benefit their business.

Size matters…
The larger the company, the more positive the response –
on reduced employers’ liability insurance premiums for good
health and safety management and on better access to free
high-quality health and safety guidance – and especially on
tax breaks for subsidising employee membership of gyms
and sports facilities. Approximately two-thirds of decision-
makers from businesses with 50 or more employees thought
each of these three measures would be good for their
companies, and more than half supported tax breaks for
employee therapy. 

…but so does sector 
In the manufacturing and automotive sector, lower
insurance premiums for good health and safety
management are seen by 75 per cent of decision-makers as
beneficial. In transportation, 74 per cent of respondents
would value improved access to free high-quality health and
safety guidance, while the healthcare and the restaurants
and hospitality sectors (both 48 per cent) are the most likely
to regard tax breaks for providing employee therapy for
non-work-related injury or illness as being of benefit. 

Which health and safety actions 
would benefit my company?

19                       41                           28               12

15                      43                              32                10

10              33                                 48                        9

9            28                               51                           12

To a great extent 
To some extent 

To no extent
Don't know 

per cent

Reduced employers' liability insurance premiums for good 
health and safety management

Tax breaks for providing employee subsidised access to public 
gyms or sports facilities

Tax breaks for providing employee therapy (eg physio) for 
injury/illness not caused by work

More (or better) guidance to free health and safety guidance

How beneficial would certain health
and safety initiatives be?
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Our survey respondents had very different

opinions about health and safety in practice.

We asked them to agree or disagree with

certain statements about their approaches to

workplace health and safety.

Encouragingly, the majority (70 per cent) said that health
and safety management is important for their company, but
only half said that they monitor the cost to their company of
sickness absence (55 per cent) and the effects of their
health and safety actions (50 per cent).

Forty-four per cent of companies monitor the costs of work-
related accidents, but another 40 per cent don’t. While 40
per cent of decision-makers say that tax breaks would
encourage them to provide more health-related support for
their employees, a third (34 per cent) disagree. Those who
think that they would benefit from health and safety training
(38 per cent) are slightly outnumbered by those who don’t
(43 per cent), while nearly one in five are unsure.

Actions or just good intentions?

per cent

Agree  Disagree Don’t know 

Health and safety management is important for my company

I monitor the effects of any health and safety interventions 
that my company implements

I monitor how much work-related accidents cost my company

Tax breaks would encourage me to provide more health-related 
support for my employees

I think I would benefit from health and safety training

I monitor how much sickness absence costs my company

   70                                     20         9

50                                  35                  15

44                                   40                  16

  40                             34                     26

 38                                  43                     18

   55                                      32             13

Statements on health and safety practice
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Size matters…
In businesses with 50–249 employees, four in five decision-
makers say health and safety management is important for
their company. Over half of respondents who have 100–249
employees think they’d benefit from health and safety
training (54 per cent), compared to 28 per cent of those
with 1–4 employees. Just over half of decision-makers in
companies with 50–249 employees think tax breaks would
encourage them to provide more health-related support for
their employees, as opposed to just a quarter of those from
businesses with 1–4 employees.

…but so does sector 
Decision-makers in the transportation (84 per cent) and
restaurants and hospitality sectors (83 per cent) say health
and safety is important to their company. Engineering,
construction and electronics businesses are most likely to
monitor the effects of health and safety actions taken 
(65 per cent), followed by restaurants and hospitality 
(60 per cent), while the costs of sickness absence are most
likely to be monitored in the manufacturing and
automotive sector.

The manufacturing and automotive (53 per cent), healthcare
(50 per cent) and engineering, construction and electronics
industries (50 per cent) are more likely than other sectors to
say tax breaks would encourage them to provide more
health-related support for their employees.
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Survey participants were asked for their

views on three often-quoted benefits of a

focus on workplace health and safety.

Decision-makers were more likely to cite improved
productivity (31 per cent) as a benefit than increased
staff retention (26 per cent), while a fifth pointed to
increases in new or retained business. However, a
significant proportion of respondents (35 per cent)
didn’t recognise any company benefits. 

Is a health and safety management
focus a good thing? 

per cent

31

20

3

Improved productivity

Increase in business secured or retained

Other

16

None

Don’t know

Increase in retention of staff 

26

35

*Respondents could choose more than one answer

Perceived benefits of health and safety management*
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1–49Employees 50–99 100–249

per cent

Improved productivity

Increase in business secured or retained

Other

None

Don’t know

Increase in retention of staff 

3  
3
4

27
42

45

17
21

33

14
16

23

9
15

9

20 
44 

42 

Size matters…
Perhaps unsurprisingly, given economies of scale, larger
businesses recognise the business case for a focus on health
and safety more readily than their smaller counterparts. Only
nine per cent of companies with 100 or more employees
think there would be no benefits, compared to 44 per cent
of those with fewer than 50 employees.

In the largest businesses (100–249 employees), the benefit
most often identified is improved productivity (45 per cent),
whereas in companies with 50 to 99 employees, it’s
improved staff retention (44 per cent).

...but so does sector 
A health and safety focus could lead to improved
productivity, according to 42 per cent of respondents in
transportation, while nearly a third (31 per cent) of decision-
makers in the restaurants and hospitality sector anticipate
better business retention or more new business as a
consequence. In the public and not-for-profit sectors, 41 per
cent of respondents think there would be better staff
retention. 

But substantial numbers of decision-makers in some
industries see no benefit at all from a health and safety
focus: 47 per cent in IT and telecoms, 44 per cent in finance
and 40 per cent in retail and wholesale.

Perceived benefits of health and safety
management by company size*
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We asked survey participants to put a financial

figure to the benefits gained by their company

as a result of their health and safety initiatives.

We found that very few small business decision-makers are
able to estimate this. One in five (20 per cent) don’t know
and over half (59 per cent) say they’ve not carried out any
health and safety actions. 

Size matters...
Decision-makers from smaller businesses are the most likely to
say that they have not made a health and safety intervention:
three-quarters of those from businesses with 1–4 employees. 

...but so does sector
Health and safety actions are most likely to have been taken
in the restaurants and hospitality sector and least likely in IT
and telecoms.

The pound in my pocket?

per cent

9

5

2

Less than £1,000

£5,000–£10,000

More than £10,000

20

59

Don't know

Have not made a health and safety intervention

£1,000–£4,999

7

per cent

18

17

£780 million

£78 million

6

47

£7.8 million

Don't know

£7.8 billion

12

Estimated financial benefits to company
of health and safety actions

Proportion of small business leaders’ estimates of
the annual cost to employers in Britain of work-
related accidents and ill-health
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We asked if respondents’ business training had

given them a good grounding in health and

safety.

Nearly half of them (48 per cent) answered ‘yes’. However,
12 per cent said ‘no’, while 37 per cent said their business
training didn’t cover health and safety.

As we’d expect, there are differences according to company
size. Forty-seven per cent of decision-makers in companies
with 1–4 employees have received no business training. This
compares unfavourably with organisations employing
100–249 people. Here, three-quarters of decision-makers
are likely to have received such training, and 59 per cent
think that they got a good grounding in health and safety
from it.

Well-grounded?

per cent

48

12

Yes

No

37

3

No business training

Don’t know

Good health and safety grounding in business training?
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Companies were asked for a sentence which

best described their approach to health and

safety. More than half of those replying gave a

positive response.

Several described their company’s approach as “sensible” or
“proactive”. A recurrent phrase was a “common sense”
approach. One respondent from the financial sector (5–9
employees) said, “we take it [health and safety] into
account, but as we are all office workers this is not a great
priority”.

Encouragingly, some decision-makers viewed health and
safety as making good business sense: one said it is
“essential to a successful company” (1–4 employees, Other),
while another says that they take health and safety
“seriously as it affects productivity, staff retention and staff
morale” (20–49 employees, Business services). 

One manufacturer (50–99 employees) thought that
“without the high level of health and safety responsibility
that we have in place we would struggle to be
competitive”. Some decision-makers referred to their
“employees’ physical and mental well-being” as part of
their approach to health and safety, with one consultancy
saying it “promotes practising Prana yoga” (1–4 employees)
and another respondent that they “…develop a positive
work–life balance…” (1–4 employees, Education).

Some respondents were less positive in their approach to
health and safety. Several said that they adhere to health
and safety to the “statutory minimum” (100–249
employees, Building societies) or as “lip service only” (1–4
employees, Government). A small number of decision-
makers have negative perceptions of health and safety
legislation or of the discipline itself, describing it as
“expensive and over-complex” (1–4 employees, Education),
“a pain to us and many others” (5–9 employees,
Engineering/architecture) and “ridiculously strict” (100–249
employees, Manufacturing).

Roughly equal proportions of those with negative (66 per
cent) and positive (63 per cent) approaches to health and
safety in their business thought they’d benefit from more or
better access to free high-quality health and safety
guidance. However, health and safety training was thought
beneficial by more of those with a negative approach (54
per cent) than those with a positive approach (40 per cent).

How do business leaders 
rate themselves?
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The good...
“We do what is necessary to keep the people employed
safe” (50–99 employees, Accounting, tax)

“It is important and considered in all aspects of our work as
we operate very dangerous machinery and our employees
are our main asset. We have extremely good staff retention
and want to keep it that way” (10–19 employees,
Manufacturing)

“A healthy staff make healthy profits” (100–249 employees,
Insurance)

“A safe and secure approach cuts down long hours spent
trying to sort out accidents” (1–4 employees, Retail) 

...the bad
“Someone else’s responsibility” (20–49 employees, Charity)

“We are a two-man band, working in a home office: we
don’t need H&S policies, etc. If it turns out we do, it’ll only
cost money and get in the way of our work” (1–4
employees, Business services)

“It is probably a burden rather than a benefit” (20–49
employees, Retail)

“Poor, cheap, just enough to pass basic regulations”
(100–249 employees, Market research, media, advertising
and PR) 

...and the ugly
“Lackadaisical at best, outright dangerous at worst” (10–19
employees, Manufacturer)

“Ridiculously strict: it takes over the whole company
because there are now so many rules and regulations we
have to adhere to and some employees use it as a
scapegoat. Health and safety is now a huge industry in its
own right and is stopping producing” (100–249 employees,
Manufacturer)

Soundbites
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The report by Dame Carol Black and David 

Frost CBE, Health at work – an independent

review of sickness absence (2011),

recommended:

- Tax relief for expenditure by employers such as medical
treatments or vocational rehabilitation which aim to keep
sick employees in work (or speed their return to work).
This should be targeted at basic-rate taxpayers.

- The retention of existing tax relief on employee
assistance programmes, which provide information,
advice and counselling on a variety of issues causing
absence and/or performance problems.

The report explained:
“The tax system can discourage employers from investing in
early medical intervention even when they see its
advantages.” And went on to say, “Not only does this
disincentive risk delaying treatment and getting the
employee back to work, but there is also a wider impact of
lost productivity.”

The government has yet to respond to these
recommendations.

Tax breaks matter
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Putting a dent in insurance premiums 

The problem
In a fleet of 50 vehicles Chelmsford Electrical recorded 33
driving incidents in just one year. The electrical contractor’s
insurance company ended up paying £41,670 in repair
costs, and Chelmsford was faced with a hefty annual
premium of £78,540. 

From the staggering 33 incidents, one resulted in the driver
being off work due to shock from a collision with another
vehicle – his van was written off. There were also reported
cases of whiplash. 

The solution
“We knew we needed to do something to bring the
accident rate down,” says company secretary Peter Locke.
“Our staff were at risk – 33 incidents was just too much,
and we know that it’s just down to pure luck that no-one
was badly injured. And because of the number of claims we
made we were at risk of increased insurance premiums
too.” Chelmsford’s insurer, Zurich, suggested a driver
training programme called ‘Drive and survive’ to help
improve driving. As an incentive, Zurich offered to cut
Chelmsford’s renewal premium by £10,000 to cover the cost
of the training. The insurer also promised to pay a
‘retrospective rebate’ if the cost of subsequent claims didn’t
go over half the premium. 

The company has 50 electricians on the payroll. Each driver
was given one-to-one training, which lasted half a day and
included extensive on-the-road coaching. Once the training
programme had finished, Chelmsford committed to
educating new drivers who joined the company. The
company now does an online risk assessment for all its
drivers on an annual basis, giving the business an up-to-date
assessment of the risks posed by individual driving habits
which could easily get lost in the hustle of the working
week. Chelmsford Electrical reviews the performance of
each driver as part of their annual appraisal review too. If
someone has had an accident during the previous year, the
company automatically considers them for refresher training.
Peter says: “At first, like most businesses, we were sceptical
about the merits of this sort of training – but the results
were nothing short of miraculous.” 

Cash back: how three small
businesses saved money 
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The drivers generally responded positively to the training,
which has resulted in a huge drop in driving accidents. “Last
year, we only had two. So, not only are our electricians less
likely to get hurt, but we spend far less time on claims
admin – and, of course, our premium has dramatically
dropped,” says Peter.

The savings
Chelmsford has seen its fleet premium plummet from
£78,540 in 2001 to £21,600 today. 

Adds Peter: “Some smaller businesses don’t see the plus
sides of schemes like the one we brought in – they think
that they can’t afford the costs, both in fees and disruption
time. But the benefits far out-weigh the costs. And they
should view this sort of driving programme as an investment
in their staff, the same way as they would if a new
development in their industry was introduced, and their
team had to be updated to undertake the work.”
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A clear solution

The problem
As a self-employed glazier working on busy construction
sites, Tom Murdoch witnesses the same problems time and
again. “I see glass breaking on every site, causing 101
problems – nasty injuries, long project delays, downtime and
rocketing costs for replacing the smashed glass.” 

Glazing accidents can be horrific. Last year, the Health and
Safety Executive took action on two cases. One man broke
his leg and had to have 72 stitches following a glass panel
accident, while his colleague was off work for six months.
The court handed down a £20,000 fine for their employer.
In another case, a man’s forearm was cut to the bone,
severing his artery, muscle and nerves and needing more
than 250 stitches. His boss was fined £11,000.

The bill for replacing damaged glass is picked up by the
contractor, client or insurer, depending on the job. Glass is
obviously fragile, but it’s used in an environment that’s
anything but. It’s vulnerable when it’s being transported,
and it’s even more at risk when it’s handled on-site. Large,
expensive glass panels – often bespoke – need manual
handling and that’s tricky where uneven ground, narrow
stairways, and constantly moving people and vehicles are
the norm. They’re liable to stick together when stacked on a
stillage, and releasing them is difficult and can result in chips
and cracks. Putting panels down while they’re being
manoeuvred is rarely an option. 

The solution
For Tom, the solution was simple but effective – he came up
with a range of reusable corner protectors that slide on
without fixings and help glaziers separate panels, grip the
glass safely, channel impact energy away from the edges,
and rest the panels during transit around a site. The
painstaking process of delivery and installation speeds up,
the likelihood of costly breakage and serious injury drops,
delays are minimised, the potential for court action and
claims is reduced and, in the longer term, insurance
premiums come down.
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The saving
Tom describes a typical case: “On one project, a glass panel
was valued at £3,500 and defined as ‘high risk’ as it was so
big. Because we used corner protectors the glass could be
safely handled by two people and the job finished in three
hours. This would normally be estimated at three men
working for two days.” 

Savings are seen in protecting the expensive glass, lowering
labour costs by £400 and removing the risk of racking up
costs in accidents, reordering and delivery delays and clean-
up. For the one-man bands or small outfits typical of the
glazing sector, this can produce essential savings when
transporting, delivering and fitting custom plates. Says Tom:
“Glaziers can earn more as they can bid for work more
competitively – as well as protecting themselves and their
teams. It’s a win-win all round – the client gets the glass
right first time, the site is protected and stays on
programme, and the glazing team doesn’t get injured.”

Tom has now set up a company, Armored UK, to produce
and market his corner protectors. He’s found that not only
does his idea prevent accidents and save money but has
commercial potential too. 
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Building in safety

The problem
Murraywood Construction doesn’t have a problem with
health and safety – the company actually has a good record.
But as Billy Murray, Director, explains: “In this tough
economic climate we decided that focusing more strongly on
health and safety would give us an edge over our
competitors – it’s one area we can control, unlike things like
the cost of materials, which affect all businesses. We wanted
to keep jobs simple and accident-free, so we set ourselves
the challenge of making every job as safe as possible.” 

The solution
Six years ago, Billy introduced a new worker involvement
policy at Murraywood, which employs just over 100 people.
Board-level health and safety meetings are held every month
to discuss the issues. The minutes from the meeting are then
given to Safety, Health and Environment Co-ordinator Simon
Ball. Each month, Simon co-ordinates two open forums
known as ‘voice meetings’ for workers to air their views on
health and safety issues, procedures and training. Topics vary
depending on what stage a project is at – discussions range
from site housekeeping, through excavation safety, to quick-
hitch devices. The results of the forums are then fed back to
the board at the next health and safety meeting to discuss
and agree on any necessary action.

On top of the forums, Billy also decided that it would be
good to give the workforce an insight into how the
management team looks at health and safety. Simon now
invites a worker to come with him during site inspections,
giving them an opportunity to discuss how improvements can
be made – and raise awareness throughout the company.

“It’s a two-way process which works well,” says Billy. “Each
member of staff will face a different environment while
working, so to get their opinions and ideas on what can be
done to improve health and safety has been really insightful.
We believe prevention is better than cure and our worker
involvement policy has helped us achieve this.” 
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Murraywood controls potentially dangerous situations by
involving the workforce in planning and project
management through daily briefings. Simon describes a
typical example of engaging work teams in problem-solving:
“On one site, the temporary manhole covers being used
weren’t load tested, which meant that we couldn’t
guarantee the strength of the steel plates. So if a crane set
up an outrigger on top of a temporary cover it could give
way, and the crane would overturn. We put this problem to
the workforce and they come up with a simple suggestion –
to use plastic barrels filled with sand or pea gravel on top of
the manhole. This acted as a physical and visual barrier and
prevented heavy plant from crossing the cover.”

He adds: “All the ideas that we put to use are very effective
and can be achieved at a very low cost”.

The savings
Since implementing the worker involvement policy,
Murraywood has seen a 50 per cent reduction in its
employers’ liability insurance – a saving of around £50,000 a
year based on its 2006 premium.

“Our broker says that the cut is down to our risk management
approach – as well as robust health and safety policies,
procedures and training to help prevent accidents,” says Billy.

Simon adds: “We’ve also managed to reduce our fleet
premium from £50,000 to £25,000, with rebates of around
£5,000 a year. In 2008 we had 10 reported accidents and
claims of £65,000. We knew we had to do something
about it, so we installed tracking devices in all our vehicles
so that we could monitor the speed of our drivers and take
action where necessary. We’ve managed to reduce accidents
down to two in the last year, resulting in a much lower
claim total of £3,300.” 
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“ We think modest government investment

could yield enormous benefits in productivity

and fewer demands on the state. Firms

wanting to do the right thing and support

their workers should be helped to do so.

Good health and safety is good for business

and for tax-payers too.”

Rob Strange OBE

IOSH Chief Executive 

“ We think better guidance, education and

training are all vital for improving attitudes…

Awareness needs to improve if we’re to avoid

employers ‘missing a trick’.”

Richard Jones

IOSH Head of Policy and Public Affairs 
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IOSH is the Chartered body for health and safety
professionals. With more than 40,000 members
in 85 countries, we’re the world’s largest
professional health and safety organisation.

We set standards, and support, develop and
connect our members with resources, guidance,
events and training. We’re the voice of the
profession, and campaign on issues that affect
millions of working people. 

IOSH was founded in 1945 and is a registered
charity with international NGO status.
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