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Micro and small enterprises – A top priority for occupational safety and health 
 
Micro and small enterprises (MSEs) account for nearly 99 % of businesses in the European 
Union (EU) and employ around half of the workforce, making them the backbone of the EU 
economy, driving growth, innovation and social integration. 
 
However, occupational safety and health (OSH) is often poorly managed in MSEs, with 
workers at greater risk of workplace accidents and work-related ill health. MSEs are 
heterogeneous and they lack cohesive representation, which poses challenges in terms of 
monitoring working conditions, raising awareness and enforcement. The issue has been 
prioritised in national strategies on OSH, in the European Commission’s strategic framework, 
in its communication on the modernisation of OSH legislation and, most recently, in the context 
of the European Pillar of Social Rights. 
 
Both construction and agriculture are sectors dominated by micro and small enterprises. 
Eurostat figures show that approximately 18 million people across the EU work in the 
construction sector, with 98% of enterprises in the sector being micro and small (1 to 49 
workers). Labour in the agricultural, forestry and fishing sector accounts for the equivalent of 
around 10 million people working full-time across the EU, with the vast majority of European 
farms being small, family-run holdings.  
 
Construction and agriculture are among those sectors with the highest levels of OSH risks. 
Some characteristics of both sectors that affect OSH are physically demanding tasks, 
dependence on a supply chain, long working hours and temporary contracts, offering workers 
very limited OSH training and little possibility to speak openly about OSH concerns.  In addition, 
both sectors employ a significant share of migrant workers, who, as studies1 show, experience 
more accidents at work compared to non-migrant workers. According to Eurostat data2, 21% 
of fatal accidents at work in the EU-28 in 2015 took place within the construction sector (the 
highest share among all activities) and around 13% within agriculture, forestry and fishing.  
 

                                                           
1 EU-OSHA (2007): Literature Study on Migrant Workers  
2 Eurostat: Accidents at work statistics 

https://osha.europa.eu/en/tools-and-publications/publications/literature_reviews/migrant_workers/view
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Accidents_at_work_statistics
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Aims of the conference 

The conference aims to engage EU and national stakeholders in a dialogue on how European 
MSEs in the construction and agriculture sectors can be supported to manage OSH effectively.  
 
The discussions will be based on the results of a wide-ranging project on ‘Improving OSH in 
micro and small enterprises’ carried out by EU-OSHA in 2014-2018. The project aimed at 
identifying key success factors in relation to policies, strategies and practical solutions to 
improve OSH in MSEs in Europe. It pointed to the importance not only of factors internal to the 
enterprise (management commitment, worker participation, etc.), but also to those that are 
external. The context in which an enterprise operates exerts a strong influence on whether, 
and if so to what extent, it complies with OSH regulations and takes effective and efficient 
prevention measures. These external factors include enforcement, supply chains, external 
OSH services, social norms, availability of financial support, etc. 
 
The conference looks to trigger a dialogue over those findings among the representatives of 
the sectors, OSH experts and policy makers. In particular, it will aim to discuss: 

 How can policies, strategies and interventions be tailored to the needs of small 
companies in the construction and agriculture sectors across EU?  

 How can key EU and national OSH actors orchestrate their actions to achieve 
maximum efficiency? 

Participants 

The event will gather key high-level stakeholders at EU, international and national levels, 
including representatives of the European Commission, EU social partners representing 
construction and agriculture sectors, experts from all EU Member States, Senior Labour 
Inspectors Committee and the International Labour Organization.  
 
 

Background information on the project 
‘IMPROVING OSH IN MICRO AND SMALL ENTERPRISES’ (2014-2018)   

 
Responding to a gap in OSH requirements and workplace practice, EU-OSHA launched a 
wide-ranging project, ‘Improving OSH in micro and small enterprises’ (2014-2018), with the 
overall aim of identifying key success factors in improving OSH in MSEs in Europe. The project, 
commissioned to a group of researchers constituting the SESAME consortium, involved desk 
and field research and was carried out with the active involvement of key stakeholders (through 
interviews, workshops and seminars). 

What does previous research tell us? 

The first phase of the project, completed in 2016, revealed the extent of the OSH challenges 

facing MSEs across Europe and some of the difficulties that contribute to poor OSH 

management in these enterprises. 

The literature review Contexts and arrangements for occupational safety and health in micro 

and small enterprises in the EU confirms that serious injuries and fatalities occur proportionally 

https://osha.europa.eu/en/tools-and-publications/publications/contexts-and-arrangements-occupational-safety-and-health-micro/view
https://osha.europa.eu/en/tools-and-publications/publications/contexts-and-arrangements-occupational-safety-and-health-micro/view
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more frequently in smaller firms than in larger ones. It also points to a ‘general and multifaceted 

lack of resources’, causing a substantial proportion of MSEs to pursue ‘low road’ business 

strategies. The key characteristics of such companies are a weak economic position; concerns 

about economic survival; lack of investment in OSH; limited knowledge, awareness and 

competence on the part of owner-managers; and attitudes and priorities not favouring OSH. 

The findings of the review, which included the identification of knowledge gaps and pointed to 

the greatest challenges in ensuring good OSH in MSEs, informed the subsequent phases of 

the project. 

The view from the workplace 

OSH attitudes and practices in MSEs were explored through 360 in-depth interviews with both 

workers and owner-managers of small companies across nine EU Member States, with a 

special focus on sectors such as construction, manufacturing, agriculture, HORECA, 

retail/wholesale, transport and health care. 

Some of the most commonly observed attitudes among the studied MSEs included having a 

strongly reactive approach, perceiving ‘common sense’ as a sufficient OSH measure, feeling 

that risks were ‘part of the job’, underestimating health risks and attributing the main 

responsibility for OSH to workers. Moreover, while there are obvious external characteristics 

influencing business and OSH practices in MSEs, including national regulatory and socio-

economic contexts, the results made it possible to distinguish three main types among the 

studied MSEs in terms of their OSH approaches: ‘avoiders’, ‘reactors’ and ‘learners’. The 

implications of those attitudes in general and in particular sectors are discussed in the report 

Safety and health in micro and small enterprises in the EU: the view from the workplace. 

Are there good practices we can build on? 

There are indeed a variety of examples from across Europe of successful OSH policies, 
strategies and tools targeting OSH in MSEs. Over 40 such interventions have been described 
in depth, including their success factors and the challenges identified, in the report Safety and 
health in micro and small enterprises in the EU: from policy to practice — description of good 
examples. 

Why, when and for whom do those good practices work? What are the views of 
OSH intermediaries? 

The good examples identified were explored further to determine ‘what works, for whom and 
in what circumstances’. As presented in the report From policy to practice: policies, strategies, 
programmes and actions supporting OSH in micro and small enterprises, these practices 
highlight a variety of strategies, instruments and tools that can effectively improve OSH in 
MSEs, as well as the wide-ranging potential for impact and learning across borders. However, 
the report also concludes that some of these programmes are not sustainable because of a 
lack of funds; the majority of them function on a voluntary basis, which decreases their access 
to MSEs that try to avoid dealing with OSH. Indeed, it was found that there are currently no 
solutions reaching the most vulnerable MSEs that need this kind of support most. 

https://osha.europa.eu/en/tools-and-publications/publications/safety-and-health-micro-and-small-enterprises-eu-view-workplace/view
https://osha.europa.eu/en/tools-and-publications/publications/safety-and-health-micro-and-small-enterprises-eu-policy-practice/view
https://osha.europa.eu/en/tools-and-publications/publications/safety-and-health-micro-and-small-enterprises-eu-policy-practice/view
https://osha.europa.eu/en/tools-and-publications/publications/safety-and-health-micro-and-small-enterprises-eu-policy-practice/view
https://osha.europa.eu/en/tools-and-publications/publications/policy-practice-policies-strategies-programmes-and-actions/view
https://osha.europa.eu/en/tools-and-publications/publications/policy-practice-policies-strategies-programmes-and-actions/view
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In this phase, the role of intermediaries, including OSH authorities, social partners, OSH 

professionals and other relevant stakeholders, in supporting MSEs to manage OSH effectively, 

was also explored. The same report presents the findings of dialogue workshops and 

interviews carried out in nine EU countries to explore the experiences of OSH intermediaries 

in working with MSEs, as well as what challenges particular groups of stakeholders face and 

what their views are on the drivers and barriers to the successful implementation of OSH 

policies and interventions in MSEs. 

What does the future hold? 

The overall findings of the project were analysed with a view to providing evidence-based 
recommendations for the development of more efficient policy programmes and interventions 
aimed at improving OSH in MSEs. The final report Safety and Health in micro and small 
enterprises in the EU: Final report from the 3-year SESAME project seeks to answer some 
fundamental policy questions concerning what works and what does not, and under what 
circumstances, taking account of issues such as forms of governance and regulation, 
enforcement, advisory services, information and education, financial support, collective 
agreements and the involvement of social partners. 
 
Some of the recommendations offered relate to:  

 better supply chain arrangements;  

 engaging all key regulatory actors relevant for MSEs;  

 strengthening regulatory inspections;  

 offering sustainable, easily applicable and transferable solutions to MSEs;  

 better integration of OSH into the sector-specific education system;  

 the involvement of trade unions and employers’ organisations in the development of 
policies that can reach out to MSEs. 

Country reports  

Country reports presenting the results obtained in each of the nine countries represented in 
the project (Belgium, Denmark, Estonia, France, Germany, Italy, Romania, Sweden and United 
Kingdom) are also available.  

Previous events  

28 June 2016, Brussels: policy seminar ‘Micro and small enterprises in Europe (MSEs): How 
can we make sure they are safe, healthy and productive places to work?’ A summary of the 
seminar is available online. 
 
19 June 2018, Brussels: conference ‘When size matters … the way forward in improving 
occupational safety and health in Europe’s micro and small enterprises (MSEs). A summary 
of the conference is available online. 

https://osha.europa.eu/en/tools-and-publications/publications/safety-and-health-micro-and-small-enterprises-eu-final-report-3/view
https://osha.europa.eu/en/tools-and-publications/publications/safety-and-health-micro-and-small-enterprises-eu-final-report-3/view
https://osha.europa.eu/en/highlights/new-country-reports-explore-approaches-safety-and-health-mses-across-eu
https://osha.europa.eu/en/tools-and-publications/seminars/micro-and-small-enterprises-europe-mses-how-can-we-make-sure-they
https://osha.europa.eu/en/tools-and-publications/seminars/micro-and-small-enterprises-europe-mses-how-can-we-make-sure-they
https://osha.europa.eu/en/tools-and-publications/seminars/final-conference-sesame-project-when-size-matters-way-forward
https://osha.europa.eu/en/tools-and-publications/seminars/final-conference-sesame-project-when-size-matters-way-forward



