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“Are Occupational Health & Safety Management Systems relevant to Small Firms?”

Any debate about the use of occupational health and safety Management Systems in relation to the integration of ergonomics, safety, health for quality and productivity MUST include reference to the specific problems faced by small firms of up to 50 employees, and especially micro businesses with fewer than 10 workers. This Paper is based on the research carried out by the author into the context within which small businesses operate in the UK, and the specific problems they encounter when trying to manage the complex area of occupational health and safety. Indeed, the picture that emerges is consistent with that across many European countries. 

There are four elements that will be considered further here. These are

i) the general framework within which small firms operate, their structure and their approach

ii) the occupational health and safety framework within which European small firms operate, and the impact of H&S legislation on small businesses

iii) potential Intervention routes and methods to encourage change 

iv) the potential value of taking an OH&S Management System approach

i) The context in which small firms operate.

Since the 1970s, UK industry has changed in structure from primarily manufacturing based to predominantly service provision. During this period, the size of firms grew quite dramatically in some sectors, with mergers, takeovers, and many industries under the control and ownership of large international corporations. During the early '80s, there was a trend towards downsizing with smaller, decentralized business units. From this time until 1996, the total number of businesses actually grew from 2.4 million to 3.7 million [HSE Facts File 1999], the vast majority of these being sole traders or partners without employees.

Business start-ups are generally fairly evenly balanced by business failures, except of course during actual recession years. The growth in small firms is particularly significant in relation to the development and enforcement of legislation. 94% of firms are classed as "micro" businesses employing fewer than 10 people, 99% of all businesses employ fewer than 50, and only 7000 firms in the UK employ more than 250 employees [HSE Facts File/ DTI Small Business Up-date].

The definition of "Small Firm" is very tenuous, as so many different criteria can be used apart from number of employees. However, a definition of up to 50 employees as a small firm does represent a breakthrough, as clearly a firm of around 200+ employees needs a much more substantial management support structure in place than one with around 30 people.

Alongside this changing structure has been a steady change both in the nature and extent of health and safety legislation in the UK. While the 1974 Health & Safety at Work Act represented a significant change of approach, it was based on the traditional business structure of the period, and has been superceded to some extent by the "management" emphasis of later European legislation [Robens Revisited 1998]. 

The following list illustrates the basic conditions that are perceived to apply in the small firms sector generally.

· a greater likelihood of sustaining injury if you work in a small firm employing fewer than 50 people than in a large business

· despite this, the volume of small firms (between 3.5 and 5 million depending on the source figures and definitions used) in the UK means that personal experience of being part of, or observing, a serious accident or incident in a small workplace is limited, and therefore knowledge of the potential consequences is low

· small firms owners do not know or fully understand their legal obligations regarding health and safety in the workplace

· there is not a shortage of information and guidance on H&S, rather there is "information overload" with much of it in an inappropriate format. Consequently, small firms owners do not know which bits apply to them so do not use any of it.

· small firms are likely to avoid dealing with health and safety issues unless encouraged or forced to

· there are many methods and avenues available to intervene and provide the catalyst for action

· but, these potential interventions do not of themselves result in action in small firms without the presence of a crucial "link"

· this link or catalyst for encouraging/forcing action can be internal or external to the firm

Chart 1 “Internal and External Pressures on Small Businesses”   

Chart 1 summarises both the internal and external pressures that businesses face in the broad context of health and safety management. If these pressures are considered alongside the myriad of other pressures facing any business in the current competitive climate, we can see why health and safety management is often sidelined in very small firms.

ii) The Occupational Health and Safety Framework for European businesses.

Membership of the European Union has brought with it a stream of health and safety legislation, and more recently a desire to bring all Member states into closer alignment on both Employment Protection and Health & Safety. The introduction of a management approach to dealing with H&S in the workplace in 1993 has been closely followed by many other Directives which seem to be blurring the edges between different disciplines.

Against this national picture has been that of growth in support organisations and services for business, with greater emphasis on recognising the needs of smaller firms. 

The need to acknowledge the specific needs of small firms in relation to the practical application of the regulations, and the disproportionate burden that falls on smaller organisations lacking administrative support systems, led to the launch of a new "Small Firms Strategy" for the UK in 1997.    

The UK has an admirable record internationally for steadily decreasing numbers of fatalities in the workplace, [HSC Annual Report & Accounts 1997-98]. There have been rises during the late 1990’s too, but these have to be seen in the context of changing patterns of employment and the makeup of industrial sectors, with down-sizing often involving “exporting” the most hazardous activities to outside contractors.

iii)          Characteristics of potential intervention routes and methods.

A wide range of intervention routes and methods exist to encourage small firms into taking positive action on health and safety management in their own firm. The basis of the author’s research was that

a) all interventions will individually be of limited value unless something acts as a catalyst for action, such as an accident; an inspection; other external person comes into the firm; or an internal member of staff is or becomes "committed" to a positive approach to H&S

b) if any positive change is to be actioned, it will only take place if an individual (internal or external) is committed enough to take it forward. Who is this person?

c) Why or how will this person be committed? Perhaps as a result of

· having witnessed the negative impact of not managing H&S effectively – for example by losing a court case; witnessing a severe accident/incident; losing an order because of a direct link between H&S and quality

· having worked previously in a firm where H&S has been positively managed as the norm

· recently joining the firm as a H&S specialist or non-specialist

· H&S being a part of their own training, either as an integral part of technical or management training, or as specific H&S Training Programme

· position within the firm requiring them to be responsible for H&S – this will not necessarily reflect their commitment, but might include a specific budget allocation

· being an external person, with or without a good working relationship with the firm, maybe as an Inspector/Accountant/Business Adviser/Training Provider/ Insurance assessor/ Trade association representative/ Stakeholder. It could in fact be any "significant other" as a friend, colleague or relative.

Chart 2 summarises potential interventionists, types of  methods used, likely result of such interventions, and finally whether it is likely to result in action by the target group. As the summary shows, there are only a few interventions that are consistently likely to result in action, while others often have the potential to depending on the motivations behind the intervention.

If these intervention routes are considered more closely from the recipient's point of view rather than the provider's, it is useful to consider whether it was an invited or imposed intervention, and whether the firm generally saw it as negative or positive. This then suggests a different link which supports some of the original assumptions of the research - that is, that an intervention can exist without necessarily encouraging action, depending on 

a) the presence of a catalyst/link and 

b) motivation of those concerned.

While the summary Chart suggests a rather gloomy picture, in that it appears

  an IMPOSED intervention = a NEGATIVE response = short-term ACTION

it does, of course, also offer some more positive options. It should also be noted that some Intermediaries have a variety of intervention methods that may have very different objectives and results, so it is important to avoid over-simplification.

Chart 2: Potential Interventionist Routes and Methods   

iv)         Taking an OH&S Management System approach.

While formal OH&S Management Systems may be appropriate with medium to large organisations, and indeed small firms in some of the more formal high-risk industries, a more realistic option may well be that of a systematic approach to managing OH&S alongside other elements of business management. There is a clear need to develop an integral approach to managing diverse elements within the business, and to take into account the practical problems of implementation faced by the smallest firms.

The Guide is intended to bridge the gap between minimal compliance in the short term and positive action that represents long term commitment. The crucial point is that most guidance starts from the point “the law says you must do this, so here are ways you can do it”, or “this is the evidence you must produce to comply with the law”. If the existing approach clearly doesn’t work, then an alternative approach is needed – hence the “Practical Health & Safety Management” guide written by the author, and published later this year by Butterworth Heinemann.

The question “what do you actually do in this business?” would seem to be an easier starting point, in that the reader already knows about the business, and has the back-up information to support what they say.  They can, therefore, quickly start to put together some fairly straightforward, but structured, details to get them started.

The guide asks at the beginning, “ What is the motivation for picking up the guide and taking any action at all to change or review the way you manage health & safety?” As we have seen already, there are many different motivations for taking action. For example an accident, injury or damage-only incident may be the motivator, but this is clearly a negative motivator. While they may want to identify what went wrong, how to put it right and ensure it doesn’t happen again, this can be a short term very localised view, and not necessarily act as a positive catalyst for change. Similarly, someone may have had a visit from an Inspector, and will only concentrate on specific issues raised, again probably resulting in short term action.

The practical approach has to be the way forward. The Guide starts with collection of evidence either ready made or put together specially to identify the context in which the firm operates. There are checklists included, primarily to summarise points made in the text at each section, rather than purely a list of “have you done this?” Starting with a site plan, the use identifies where the business operates from, providing a physical focal point to work from. To overcome criticism about the use of guidance and the amount of effort people have to expend in order to carry out tasks set, standard floor plans have been included so that they can amend these, if they wish. 

External and internal features are added, including stairs, reception, kitchen and rest areas plus basic areas in premises. This approach was chosen to enable them to quickly get a picture and start identifying potentially hazardous situations that can arise. A crucial element of the activity is that there are questions about different areas they have to think about, and the examples give them pointers that they may not have previously thought about. It is, therefore, a very physical, visual activity, not beyond the capability of any business. It also makes people notice things, such as piles of rubbish that have built up around the site, and that have been there so long now that people are used to seeing them. For example obsolete machinery or equipment that has been kept in much the same way that householders do, on the basis that it might come in useful sometime, but of course never does!  

It is now easier to move on to questions about the process, what actually happens , what the product is, procedures from input stage to doing something with supplies, storage, delivery to the customer. A floor plan is referred to in relation to movements of people, work in progress etc. The Guide is organised in such a way that safety hazards are considered first, on the basis that these are generally easier to recognise for non-specialists, and they find it easier to spot them and control them. This is followed by health and environmental issues, discussed in the same way as with the safety ones, then  fire hazards. Very little reference is made to the legislative requirements at this stage. The vital part of the guide is the later section of specific Case Studies which identify particular hazards or concerns they need to address.

Now that safety, security, health and fire risks have been considered based on  the structure of the premises, procedures and people involved in the organisation, the policy is more easily developed in a structured way. As the purpose of the Guide is to give the business person the opportunity to demonstrate to other interested parties that they 

(a) Are aware of what is going on in the business

(b)  they have identified the main hazards 

(c)  they have assessed the risks arising from these, and

(d)  looked at controls and systems in place to deal with issues effectively.  

it is important that they keep the evidence they have generated.

Conclusion.

To what extent does this approach actually fulfill the expectations of the different stakeholder groups? While there may still be specific points that need to be addressed, users of the guide will at least be able to show that they have a policy, approach & strategy in place for dealing with the risks as they have identified them, so should satisfy different stakeholder group expectations.

This particular guide may not take such a formalised approach as that of the British Standard BS 8800, but it does provide all the elements they might need if they choose to take a more formal “systems” approach. While international pressure to introduce occupational health and safety Management System Standards  has increased considerably over last 3 years, there has also been a reluctance to take the ISO 9000 approach, which caused tremendous problems by being bureaucratic, detailed , and often totally  inappropriate for very small firms. While there is still growing pressure for a MSS in the area of occupational health and safety, there are clear indications that such a blanket approach is not appropriate for many firms, especially micro firms of up to 10 employees.

The approach suggested in this guide will provide firms with the tools to identify their starting point. This is particularly important if the approach in the future is a continual improvement standard based on “ where are you now; where do you want to be; and how will you get there?” Clearly, this guide fits the bill to allow firms to do this. The author believes the approach identified in the guide for small firms to help them manage health, safety, fire and other risks is soundly based on research findings and continuing work, and is a more realistic option for the majority of small businesses in Europe. It is a practical “where are we now, what are we doing, how are we doing it” exercise that allows small firms to develop a systematic approach to managing OH&S alongside other elements of business management.
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