
Li£e Savings
Sink or swim? How British businesses see health and safety 
in a tough economic climate
IOSH asked more than 850 business men and women across the UK how they will be affected by the
sluggish economy over the next year, what they’re investing in now and what their top priorities are as
they prepare for the upturn.

OnePoll carried out the poll on behalf of IOSH in April 2011.

The business leaders
Most of the businesses we contacted were fairly mature. Almost a third of the people who responded to our poll
operate businesses that have been going for over 20 years. Around 23 per cent of the people contacted have
businesses that were set up 6–10 years ago. Only around 12 per cent of businesses have been going for fewer
than two years.

Forty-eight per cent of the businesses involved in our poll employ 50 people or fewer. Just over half the small
businesses (55 per cent) have been operating for five years or fewer. 

Businesses from all the main industry sectors responded to our poll, from construction through financial
intermediation to manufacturing and retail.

The recession
Just over a third (36 per cent) of business leaders told us they thought that their business will struggle but
continue to operate as government spending cuts and the difficult economic climate take their toll. Thirty-three
per cent were more optimistic, saying that they think their company will suffer in the next 12 months, but should
stay in business and even grow in the future. Sixteen per cent think that their business will be severely damaged
and may cease operating. Fifteen per cent consider their business will emerge unscathed from the recession.

Smaller businesses clearly feel more vulnerable. Thirty-one per cent of businesses with 6–10 employees thought it
was likely they would go under. The larger companies considered themselves least likely to stop trading. Five per
cent of businesses with a thousand or more employees thought this, rising to 17 per cent for companies with
251–500 employees.

Investing for success
We asked business leaders to pick the top three areas they would invest in to improve their prospects, giving them
a list of seven to choose from – processes, operations and logistics, plant and equipment, staff training, sales and
marketing, health and safety, procurement and commissioning, and staff incentives. Our respondents rated
training, sales and marketing and processes and operations as their top three investment choices (65 per cent, 55
per cent and 55 per cent, respectively). Health and safety was second to last (25 per cent), ranking only above
staff incentives (24 per cent).

We also questioned business leaders on the three most important challenges as they get ready for an economic
upturn. Our respondents chose from keeping premises and plant/equipment maintained, planning and budgeting,
managing health and safety, keeping up with market developments, training employees and developing new
products or services. They saw effective planning and budget control as by far the most important area (76 per
cent put it in their top three). The second most popular was keeping up with market developments, with 55 per
cent of respondents selecting it. Forty per cent named health and safety as a top three priority.



GB plc: the price of poor health and safety
We asked business leaders how much they thought workplace accidents and ill health cost the British economy. A
staggering 93 per cent of business leaders clearly didn’t understand the true costs. Only 7 per cent estimated the
losses correctly, at £22 billion a year. Thirty-two per cent underestimated the costs 100 fold, putting the figure at
just £220 million.

Our message for business
Not surprisingly, most business leaders ranked functions such as planning and budgeting above health and safety
management. But while we’re encouraged to see that 40 per cent put health and safety as a top three priority
when preparing for the economic upturn, we think that many businesses are missing a trick. Over half (55 per
cent) our respondents rated processes and operations – from redesigning processes to identifying operational
efficiencies – highly in their investment priorities. By including health and safety management in this key priority
area, more businesses could see more ‘bang for their buck’, as the two activities can coincide to deliver a greater
return on investment. In organisations from E.ON to Glasgow City Council, effective health and safety
management has delivered direct operational efficiencies and multi-million pound cost savings – giving them a
welcome ‘triple whammy’.

We’re pleased that many of our respondents see people as being at the heart of their operations – 65 per cent of
business leaders polled put staff training – introducing new skills and improving performance – as a top three
investment choice. Again, we know that even a modest investment in training as part of a broader health and
safety initiative can lead to significant financial benefits, so smart businesses should consider joined-up thinking
here too.  

- IOSH has developed case studies and free resources to help your business at www.iosh.co.uk/lifesavings.

Our message for government
Businesses clearly need more information and support to tap into the opportunities that better health and safety
management offers. While many businesses recognise that initiatives such as improving processes and training
staff can make a real difference to whether they ‘sink or swim’ in a challenging economic environment, most fail
to see the connection with good health and safety. 

And we believe that the gross underestimate business leaders in our poll made of the true costs to the British
economy of health and safety failures demonstrates that there is a misunderstanding of not only these losses, but
also the huge potential financial gains to be made across the board by getting health and safety right. As part of
our six-point action plan for government, we’re calling on our national leaders to do more to show businesses
how managing health and safety can dramatically cut costs – as well as save billions for the public purse. We
believe that the government can save up to £22 billion a year in lost output, national healthcare and state
benefits, as well as bringing the work death toll down and saving thousands from leading blighted lives. 

- Download our action plan for government at www.iosh.co.uk/lifesavings to find out more.
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