
Background 
Particular concern has been expressed 
about the relationship between SMEs 
(including micro-businesses) and 
OSH (occupational safety and health) 
requirements. SMEs are a growing part of 
economies across the world, and the UK 
economy in particular, and there’s an urgent 
need to improve our understanding of their 
engagement with OSH. 

Aims
Investigate the perceptions of occupational 
safety and health (OSH) in UK SMEs and 
micros; their sources of OSH knowledge 
and how they use this knowledge in 
practice; the enablers and barriers to 
accessing and applying OSH knowledge in 
SMEs and micros; and how OSH knowledge 
and practices in SMEs and micros compare 
with those in larger organisations.

Method
A mixed approach comprising 149 
structured interviews and nine short-term 
ethnographies with owners and employees 
in smaller UK organisations, from a range 
of industry sectors, eg logistics, agriculture 
and retail. There were also 21 semi-
structured interviews with owners and 
employees in the UK construction and 
healthcare sectors.

Results
The research provided the following 
insights:
- SMEs and micros rely heavily on tacit 

sources of OSH knowledge
- A common barrier to acquiring new OSH 

knowledge was that the person has no 
perceived need for it

- Some business owners felt further 
OSH information would simply be an 
unnecessary burden

- The nature and lack of accessibility of 
information can be a barrier to seeking 
and acquiring new OSH knowledge

- Some participants expressed the view that 
OSH information does not flow to them 
like other forms of information

- SMEs and micros are not just small versions 
of big companies 

- SMEs and micros often develop working 
practices that appear to be safe in the 
context in which they’re applied

- Personal, tacit ways of knowing are not 
necessarily incompatible with formalised 
OSH

- It might be more productive to 
acknowledge and seek to better 
understand the ways that they are 
complementary

- Move to effective OSH rather than just 
compliance, even if the rules were the best 
and most appropriate

- Acknowledge the many ways that workers 
already do work safely and help them 
make better judgements 

Conclusion
There’s clearly a need for formally 
codified OSH guidance. However, 
there’s also a need to acknowledge 
the diverse ecology of knowing and 
practising OSH that characterise the 
workplace in smaller organisations.
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For more information, download the report 
and view the webinar at www.iosh.co.uk/
engagingmicrosandsmes.
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