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Abstract: The scientific literature regarding preventive occupational health and safety activities in
small enterprises has been reviewed in order to identify effective preventive approaches and to develop
a future research strategy. During the last couple of years, there has been a significant increase in
the number of studies of small enterprises, but the research community is scattered between many
different disciplines and institutions. There is a lack of evaluation of intervention studies, both in
terms of effect and practical applicability. However, there is sufficiently strong evidence to conclude
that employees of small enterprises are subject to higher risks than the employees of larger ones,
and that small enterprises have difficulties in controlling risk. The most effective preventive
approaches seem to be simple and low cost solutions, disseminated through personal contact. It is
important to develop future intervention research strategies which study the complete intervention
system: from the intermediaries through dissemination methods to the resulting preventive activities

of the small enterprises.
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Introduction

Small enterprises cover most of the companies and a large
share of the employees in most countries, e.g. in Denmark
a total of 98% of all companies have less than 50 employees,
covering approximately a third of the total working force.
More and more countries have realized the potential of the
small enterprises and appreciate that employment and
economic growth to a large extent depend on these
enterprises. Both political and scientific interests in
occupational health and safety in small enterprises have,
therefore, grown considerably during the last decade. Many
countries have launched programs to support small
enterprises. But it is also evident that small enterprises have
to cope with severe business constraints in order to survive.
Consequently, health and safety is one of the issues that are
often pushed aside by the management. However, many
researchers have realized the presence of this problem in
small enterprises, and research has been steadily growing
in recent years. The political interest has also eased the
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possibilities of funding of research, and subsequently the
literature within this field has been equally expanding.

This paper presents the result of a comprehensive review
of the scientific literature on preventive activities in small
enterprises. The objective of the review was to extract general
conclusions on effective approaches to prevention of injuries
and occupational diseases, and based on these conclusions
to assess the need for further research on occupational health
and safety in small enterprises in Denmark. The result of
the review is published in a Danish report".

Material and Methods

The search for relevant literature was approached with a
rather broad perspective. Keywords were small and medium-
sized enterprises with a number of synonyms combined with
occupational health and safety, again using a number of
synonyms such as accidents, risk, hazard, ergonomics, and
work environment. In addition, a number of delimitation
criteria were used. The languages were limited to English,
Danish, Norwegian or Swedish. Other criteria included
publication after 1980 and research from an industrialized
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country.

International databases were searched, resulting in a total
of 1,200 reference hits. Out of these, approximately 1,000
came from Safety Science and Risk Abstracts, Medline and
ISI Web of Knowledge. The rest came from several smaller
databases.

The references were sorted in two rounds. In the first
round irrelevant references such as lack of focus on small
enterprises were excluded. The result was 366 references
which were read and assessed. In the second round further
78 references were excluded as irrelevant. In the end 288
references were included in the review. These references
covered 109 scientific articles, 76 scientific reports, 67 books
or chapters in books, 15 conferences, 8 doctoral theses, and
13 others. One hundred eighty four references were in
English. Forty five percent of the references were published
2000-04, 36% 1995-99, and the rest 1980-1994.

The quality of the references was assessed by using the
following criteria: contribution of new knowledge, originality
of empirical findings, use of theory in design and analysis,
and finally whether the reference took the special
characteristics of small enterprises into consideration.

Using this assessment as point of departure, the literature
was analysed for the understandings and approaches to
preventive activities in small enterprises, which are different
from similar activities aimed at larger enterprises. The
analysis is mainly focussed on the smaller enterprises with
less than 50 workers. Enterprises of this size are typically
owned and managed by the same person. This condition
separates this size of enterprises from the medium-sized ones
which are more comparable to larger enterprises® .

In this paper we focus on the English language literature,
although a few key studies in other languages are included,
and due to the restricted space in the paper, it has only been
possible to include a limited number of the references.

Research in Small Enterprises

The literature on preventive activities in small enterprises
is scattered. It covers several scientific disciplines, including
occupational medicine, industrial hygiene, ergonomics,
engineering, psychology, and sociology. At the same time,
the area also covers many different issues such as specific
exposures and adverse health effects, a great number of
methods and tools, different ways of supporting the
enterprises, economic considerations, and the culture of the
small enterprises.

The literature was classified in seven groups with relation
to the topic covered. These included: work environment
and health (18%), workplace culture (11%), organization
of preventive health and safety activities (25%), methods
and tools (30%), intermediaries and support systems (32%),
regulation and legislation (7%), economy and work

environment (3%). Several references cover more than one
topic.

One hundred thirty four references (47%) were related to
a specific industrial sector, especially industries which are
well known for small enterprises such as construction,
agriculture, and certain industries within the manufacturing
and service areas. However, references were only included
if they contained the keyword small enterprises or a similar
synonym. Thus, searching for literature in typical small
enterprise sectors may have identified more relevant studies.

In the next sections of the paper we present the main
findings of the literature review, divided into five parts: a)
Risks in small enterprises, b) Understanding the nature of
small enterprises, ¢) Internal health and safety activities, d)
Development of tools and methods, and e) Use of
intermediaries to reach the small enterprises. The quality
of the research and the implications for further research
strategies are issues discussed at the end of the paper.

Risks in Small Enterprises

Many researchers claim that small enterprises have
special problems with the work environment. The risk is
higher, and the ability to control risk is lower. And research
carried out in recent years seems to give a firm base for
these conclusions, although it does not have to cover all
risks and all types of industries. There is strong evidence
for high accident risks in small enterprises*®. This is
especially the case for fatal and other serious accidents.
There are also studies indicating that exposure to physical
and chemical hazards are larger in small enterprises>’®.
When looking at sectors with many small enterprises it is
even more evident that there is an elevated risk in small
enterprises. Examples can, among others, be found in
agriculture® 'V, construction'>', wood industry?”, and
printing'®. The literature has only to a limited extent studied
the reasons for the higher risk. It is almost taken for granted
that the small enterprises have difficulties in controlling risk
due to limited human and economic resources. There might
be other reasons such as the particular organization of work
and the technology, but these issues are only discussed in a
few studies'®. As regards the psychosocial work environment
there are indications that the situation is quite the opposite.
Small enterprises may have a better psychosocial work
environment'”, which may be ascribed to the close social
relations'® ', It seems, though, that the psychosocial work
environment is very dependent on the behaviour of the
individual owner and thus vulnerable to emotional stress?”.
However, very few studies of the psychosocial work
environment have been carried out.

Similarly, many studies show that the small enterprises
have problems with fulfilling legal requirements for the
control of occupational health and safety. The fact of limited



resources is often mentioned in this context>'¢2!=3, Another
important point is that the cost of implementing control
measures according to the legal requirement is relatively
higher in small enterprises than in larger ones** 2.

The Nature of Small Enterprises

A number of researchers have studied the special nature
and culture of small enterprises* 2" 2279 Some of these
do not put special emphasis on occupational health and safety.
They do, however, provide an important contribution to the
understanding of the reactions, motivation and resources of
the small enterprises, and as such this type of literature has
been used by health and safety researchers.

The references present research on the special features
of management, ownership, organization, and social relations
of the small enterprises. The point of departure for some of
the researchers is the development of the business
perspectives of small enterprises?®3Y. The owner is
emphasised as the dominant actor in relation to any changes
made in the small enterprises. Several references document
how the personal values and priorities of the owner are
determinants of the culture, social relations and the attitude
of the enterprise®! 223032,

Based on these references, most small enterprises can be
described as organizations which have to fight for survival,
with the owner as the responsible person who, like an octopus,
has to handle many different issues at the same time, and
consequently, to no surprise, health and safety is not always
high on the agenda. It is this position as both owner and
manager, held by one person who has to handle all
management issues, which is the key to understanding the
nature of many small enterprises. The owner-manager gets
a large part of his or hers identity from the enterprise and
his or her own beliefs and cultural values are the guidelines
for the development of the business. His or her management
style is often a patriarchal one, which may be ego-centric
and action-oriented, but which also means that he/she
assumes a certain responsibility for the employees. Suspicion
towards state regulation and external consultants is another
important characteristic. It is, therefore, crucial to recognize
the position of the owner in order to develop an approach
which can foster successful preventive strategies.

Some cases have studied the health aspect of being an owner-
manager. It is pointed out that the conditions for these persons
can be a rewarding and inevitable lifestyle, but it is also
documented that the large responsibility and the often stressful
workload can lead to stress or burnout® 3,

Internal Health and Safety Activities

Most countries have basic requirements that employers
must meet as regards the organization of health and safety
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activities. It is normally required to establish a management
system which should include a health and safety committee,
election of safety representatives, and periodical risk
assessment™. Small enterprises generally have difficulties
in fulfilling these requirements 2.

The owner-manager is the key person, and his or her
opinions and values constitute the approach of the enterprise
to health and safety?'~2>2-3536, But many owners consider
health and safety to be the responsibility of the employees®®.
At the same time, many owners consider regulation and
demands to improve health and safety standards as a financial
burden which is too heavy and not realistic for a small
enterprise. In combination with the fact that accidents are a
rare experience within the individual company, this attitude
forms an ad hoc approach to health and safety as a problem
to be solved when it occurs?.

It is thus important to develop specific small enterprise
approaches to the internal health and safety activities. First
of all, it is important to focus on simple and low cost
solutions®*”. Another common obstacle is the professional
terminology and conceptual thinking that characterise most
regulation and proposals from health and safety professionals.
Support “wrapped” in the “health and safety professional”
context is often considered irrelevant and not sufficiently
specific to be applicable®.

Participation of the employees in health and safety activities
in small enterprises is studied in several references® 4. It is
an overall conclusion that formal structures such as safety
committees are difficult to establish and sustain because of
the informal culture of the small enterprises. Among the
more successful approaches to involvement of employees
in health and safety activities are regional or roving safety
representatives. In this case, one representative covers a
number of companies. Experience from Sweden and UK
has, although resources is a limiting factor, proved that this
idea is a realistic approach to open the possibility of employee
participation in the improvement of the work environment.

Tools and Methods Aimed at Small Enterprises

There are many examples of special tools and methods
developed for small enterprises. Some pieces of literature
cover short descriptions of a large number of different
methods and tools?>*4?, The most common tool is different
types of checklists, including both risk assessment types**—©
and more action-oriented types***”. Many checklists are
aimed at certain risk factors such as chemicals*® or at certain
industries*®. For most of the checklists there are no
indications of effect evaluation and consideration of practical
diffusion. Other approaches include tools for the
implementation of more comprehensive health and safety
management systems, which most often seem to be too
complicated for small enterprises to apply***®. Another type
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of methods is accident prevention* 3%, The study by
Rasmussen et al.’” provides one of the few examples of a
careful evaluation that proves the efficiency of accident
prevention in farming. The most successful methods seem
to be action-oriented, combining health and safety with other
management goals, and based on trust and dialogue’”. Often
low cost solutions, especially in developing countries, are
an important element of the successful approach?!->?,

Intermediaries Working with Small Enterprises

A separate part of the literature within this field covers the
many different types of intermediaries which support the small
enterprises (for an overview see Walters®). One approach
in the literature is to study the different models of organizations
that can function as intermediaries. They can among others
be occupational health services?”, insurance companies>,
labour unions™, accountants> and public authorities®".
Another approach is to look at the availability of relevant
methods for the intermediaries to apply. The literature
emphasizes the little effect of written information, whereas
personal contact between an intermediary and the small
enterprise is a more effectual (and costly) method. The owner
relies to a great extent on contact with individuals whom he
trusts. An important question in this context is how to organize
the contact in a cost-effective way. It is a general experience
that it has to be funded independently of the individual small
enterprises which are not likely to pay for consultancy
services?V. A significant question is that of the special
qualifications needed by the intermediaries®2"3%. There is
not much attention paid to this issue in existing literature,
but the few examples emphasize that the traditional
professional qualifications are not sufficient for acquiring
the ability to establish the necessary trustful relationship
with small enterprises. The ability to develop personal
contacts and understand the business environment of small
enterprises is the important qualification in this context.

Discussion

It is difficult to identify any kind of common platform
for the reviewed studies of health and safety in small
enterprises. It is scattered on many disciplines and
institutions. In most cases the research is not developed in
research communities having health and safety of small
enterprises as a main interest. Most of the studies seem to
originate from individual researchers who have taken an
interest in small enterprises. In some cases the research
seems to be initiated by specific research funds aimed at
small enterprises. As a consequence of this approach there
is a lack of more comprehensive and sustainable research
communities.

The main part of the literature has been published in the

last couple of years, and there is a tendency towards
descriptive results and quite often repetition among the
different contributions. It is rare to see researchers build on
the results of others when they have published outside the
researchers’ primary field of expertise. Another critical point
is that many studies seem to lack proper consideration of
the special nature and life of small enterprises. In some
cases the approach of the research could just as well be
directed towards larger enterprises. In other cases the claim
seems to be that if it is just a little bit simpler than what is
expected for larger enterprises, it would be suitable for small
enterprises.

These circumstances may very well be the cause of an
important limitation of a large part of the research included
in the review. Firstly, it was found that even though a number
of methods of how to approach small enterprises are
presented, only a limited number of these have been
thoroughly evaluated. The missing evaluation both counts
for evaluation of effect in the small enterprises and evaluation
of the practical applicability. The last point is important in
order to develop cost-effective preventive methods. Part of
the explanation for the lack of evaluation is probably
methodological difficulties in defining control groups and
groups for follow-up. Another reason could be that much
of the literature is about pilot project development rather
than systematic testing of intervention methods.

Two important priorities for future research can be
concluded from the critical comments to the reviewed studies.
Firstly, it is necessary to improve the quality of the research.
Three elements are particularly important: 1) Use of the
existing knowledge from earlier research in design and
analysis of future studies. 2) Use the special nature of small
enterprises as point of departure for the research. 3)
Evaluation of the effect of preventive activities. As the goal
of research on small enterprises rarely is to find new evidence
of causal relations between exposure and health, the
evaluation can, in many cases, be limited to more simple
measures.

Secondly, it is important to develop more comprehensive
research, in order to study the complete intervention system.
Cost is a serious constraint for reaching out to a large number
of small enterprises, and it is, therefore, necessary not only
to develop methods in pilot projects, which work as long as
extraordinary funding is available, but also to study the
complete system, starting with the intermediary agency,
reaching out towards the small enterprises, then continue
with the methods to get in contact, and finally to study the
effect in the small enterprises, which include both the process
of getting the intervention accepted, the intervention itself,
and the outcome (Fig. 1).

In spite of the critical comments above, the literature
encompasses important learning, which can be used by
intermediary agencies and health and safety professionals,
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Fig. 1. A model for intervention research in small enterprises.

supporting small enterprises. It is important to take a point
of departure in the special nature of small enterprises,
especially focusing on the owner-manager. The development
of trust and dialogue is crucial. In addition, simple and low
cost solutions, taking the limited economic and human
resources into consideration, is also a necessity. Based on
this approach a wide variety of the developed methods and
tools can be applied.

Conclusion

Research in occupational health and safety in small
enterprises is a new and rapidly developing field. Important
knowledge can be extracted from the literature but it is
necessary to improve the quality of the research with
emphasis on the use of existing knowledge in new research,
exchange of experience between researchers, a higher priority
to interdisciplinary studies, and evaluation of the effect of
the various interventions. The study of the whole intervention
process, from intermediaries through dissemination methods
to preventive activities in the small enterprises, must be a
priority. Among other things, it is important in order to
develop cost-effective programs that can be applied on a
larger scale. However, important research results can already
now be used by professionals/intermediaries for the
development of programs for small enterprises. At the same
time, researchers should develop action-oriented research
in cooperation with the professionals, working in practice
with small enterprises.
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