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ABSTRACT

Aims: To assess Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) owners’ efforts towards the
occupational health and safety scenario of their companies.
Study Design: This study followed a survey approach.
Place and Duration of Study: Southerton industrial area, Harare, Zimbabwe, between
March 2013 and June 2013.
Methodology: Questionnaires were used to collect data from 26 managers and owners
of SMEs (3 – 49 employees). Hundred and forty (140) questionnaires were administered
to employees other than managers from the 26 SMEs. The number of employee
participants were stratified from the size of the SMEs. A descriptive analysis of owners’
characteristics, the interventions they have put in place and how employees felt about the
management of safety at their work places was done.
Results: Research findings indicate that most SME managers attained tertiary level of
education, and have relevant expertise and experience. This makes them capable of
having sound occupational safety and health (OSH) management principles. Generally
management responses show that SMEs’ safety and health scenario can be
characterized as inadequate. It was found that despite 70.8 % of the managers having
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tertiary education and 38.9%  having more than 2 years’ experience still all (100%) SMEs
had no safety management system, 92.3% had no safety policy, 96.2% had no hazardous
exposure control strategies and 92.3% had no hazard management principles.
Furthermore employees indicated that their managers used a reactive approach towards
risk (87.5%), attached low priority to OSH against production, lacked commitment
(62.9%), and had a blame attitude towards accidents causation (79,3%). Most employee
responses indicate dissatisfaction with the OSH scenario at their work places.
Recommendations: It is recommended that SME managers may improve workplace
safety and health and consequently improve business performance by implementing
basic safety management principles. Secondly, there is need to improve employees
involvement in safety matters. Thirdly, managers should seek OSH knowledge and advice
through attending workshops or taking courses on OSH management. Training of
managers and owners may make concertize them on how compliance to safety may
improve productivity, quality and minimize production costs. Furthermore policy makers
should develop a cost effective, simple and easy to use regulatory OSH framework for
SMEs managers to implement. An SME easily-accessible-database should be developed
and frequently updated to allow exchange of information within the sector.

Keywords: Safety management; SMEs; occupational safety and health; Manager; owner.

1. INTRODUCTION

Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) play a crucial role in the industrialization and
economic growth of developing and developed countries [1]. SMEs though not
homogeneous and varying in size structure and complexity are now generally defined in
developing countries as an organization that employs less than 300 employees [2,3].  Most
governments worldwide have realized the potential of SMEs in driving the economy and
hence has embarked on expanding the SME sector in order to promote economic growth
through creation of jobs. In Zimbabwe programmes like the National Youth Fund and
Indigenization and Empowerment programme have recently been implemented to promote
the development of the SME sector. This has resulted in an increase in SMEs.

However, the growth of SMEs sector has not been accompanied with evolution of
Occupational Safety and health (OSH) [4]. Previous studies show that management plays an
important role in to protecting its workers and the environment [4,2]. Research has shown
that due to lack of skills and resources, operations in the sector depends primarily on the
knowledge of the director or owner rather than through written rules, regulations and
agreements [4,2,5]. SME owners tend to be personally responsible for almost all
management functions in their companies without any training. It is impossible for the owner
to have expertise in all relevant areas [6]. SMEs manager’s contributions can greatly
enhance the quality of their operations. Despite the fact that SMEs play an important role in
contributing to the economy of the country, the sector experiences a number of constraints
that inhibit the realization of their full potential. In most SMEs, the manager is usually the
owner of the enterprise and is responsible for most of the administrative tasks of the firm
including safety and health issues [6]. This implies that the OSH performance of SMEs
depends on the attitudes, knowledge and practices of the owner and manager hence the
need to assess how they contribute to their firms’ chemical OSH performance.
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Generally the SMEs managers are not fully aware of advantages that can accrue to them
through implementing OSH and environmental management alongside their business
activities [2]. Maudgalya et al. [7] argues that occupational injuries alone does not make a
compelling business case for work place safety investment, but linking safety objectives to
other business objectives such as productivity and quality is important. Their work [7]
revealed that workplace safety initiatives had an average increase of 66% in productivity,
44% in quality and 71% in cost benefits. Approaching workplace safety investment from the
business bottom line can motivate SMEs owners to comply with OSH standards. The notion
that investing in health and safety pays is an important persuasion in getting some
organizations and their managers to adopt OHS interventions once they have been proven
effective [8]. The EU Community strategy 2007-2012 on health and safety at work improving
quality and productivity at work states that the enormous economic costs of problems
associated with health and safety at work inhibits economic growth and affects the
competitiveness of businesses [9]. Studies have shown that providing a healthy and safe
working environment has the potential to increase labour productivity and in turn increase
business profits [9].

Effective management of health and safety involves leadership authority and coordination of
resources in pursuit of organizational goals [10]. Management effects like; commitment,
accountability, responsibility, knowledge, training and communication affect the overall
health and safety culture of a company. It is the general duty of the owners and managers of
SMEs to ensure that employees work in a safe and risk free environment. This responsibility
extends to protection of the environment and public within the vicinity of the SME [11].

This study looks at how the owners and managers roles in SMEs affect OSH management.
This assessment is made in view of the fact that, in small enterprises, the owner is often the
manager and takes care of all management issues, such as production planning, sales,
accounting, human resources, and procurement [2]. In addition compliance to safety
regulations and provision of a safe working environment has the potential to increase labour
productivity as it enhances worker morale and increases business profits. The performance
of SMEs solely depends on the manager or owner and their enhancement would improve
their organizations’ performance.

2.  METHODOLOGY

2.1 Research Design

A survey of chemical SMEs from Southerton Industrial area in Harare was carried out. A
combination of both more qualitative and quantitative research was used in this study. The
latter was considered necessary for capturing quantitative information of the study. The
qualitative approach explored attitudes, behaviours and experiences through interviews [12].

2.2 Study Area

Southerton Industrial Area (shown in Fig. 1) contains a mixed array of large, medium, and
small scale enterprises. The area is one of the busiest in the capital city, and has a variety of
industries ranging from furniture, metallurgy, chemical manufacturing, fertilizer, plastics, food
and beverage manufacturers, paints, pharmaceuticals, petroleum and many others.
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Fig. 1. Study area map, Southerton industrial area (adapted from [2]).

2.3 Generation of Sample Frame

For a company to participate in the study it had to be a SME involved with chemicals.
Generation of the sample frame employed two strategies. The first strategy, the major
strategy used, involved systematic random walk routine in Southerton industrial area to
identify suitable SMEs. A total of 30 SMEs were identified this way. The second strategy
involved the use of the online directory and consultation with relevant regulatory authorities
to provide another list of small chemical industries. A total of 16 new SMEs were identified
using this strategy. The research altogether targeted 44 chemical based SMEs in Southerton
industrial area.

2.4 Questionnaire Development

Two questionnaires were designed, for the management, and for the respective employees.
A combination of semi-structured and structured questions were used in the interview
questionnaire for managers and was divided into three sections, the personal information,
basic company’s information and safety culture sections. The employee questionnaire was
designed to assess how management contributes to the SMEs performance with respect to
OSH and hazard management. The questionnaire comprised only 8 five-point likert scale
questions on the safety culture of their company.

2.5 Data Collection

A total of 44 companies which had earlier showed interest of being included in the research
sample frame were first contacted via telephone for the purpose of making appointments.
Agreement was reached with 26 (3 – 49 employees) SMEs to proceed with the research.
Data collection process took 3 weeks. A total of 26 management questionnaires were
completed from 26 SMEs (with a total of 416 employees) and 140 employee were randomly
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sampled and these completed employee questionnaires. Employee participants were
stratified from the size of the SMEs as shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Distribution of employee interviewed in the study

SME
identity

Size
(No. of
employees)

Number
interviewed

SME
Identity

Size
(No. of
employees)

Number
interviewed

1 3 1 14 11 4
2 5 2 15 11 4
3 6 2 16 14 4
4 6 2 17 15 5
5 7 2 18 18 7
6 8 3 19 21 7
7 8 3 20 24 8
8 9 3 21 24 8
9 9 3 22 25 8
10 9 3 23 31 11
11 9 3 24 34 11
12 10 3 25 40 13
13 10 4 26 49 16

2.6 Data Analysis

A descriptive analysis of owners’ characteristics, the interventions they have put in place and
how employees felt about the management of safety at their work places was done using
IBM Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 20. The following steps were
taken in the analysis of qualitative data from questionnaire; responses were coded using the
participants own words and phrases without preconceived classification; the participants
language or phrases were examined, categorized and recurrent themes were identified and
inputted into SPSS for analysis.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Out of the 44 SMEs in the sample frame, 26 participated in the study giving a response rate
of 59.09%. The 18 SMEs that could not participate were all involved with chemicals and fit in
the categories explained below. Reasons for not participating were mainly suspicion and for
few of them lack of commitment by senior management after various efforts to schedule
interviews. However the response rate is higher than the 34.5% that was obtained by [2].
One hundred and forty (140) employees from the 26 participating SMEs filled in a 5 likert
scale questionnaire ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree.

Most SMEs that participated in the survey had 50 or less employees. SMEs that had less
than 10 employees constituted 42.3% of the sample while those that had more than 10
constituted 57.7%. The small sizes of SMEs break communication barriers and should
improve OSH. The distribution of the chemical SMEs by nature of business is illustrated in
Fig. 2. The majority (38.5%) of the SMEs was involved in supply of chemicals.  As shown in
Fig.2, chemical SMEs nature of business varied from purchasing and supplying of chemicals
to manufacturing.  The way each type of organization handles chemicals varies and has
associated occupational risk that requires appropriate remedial action.
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Fig. 2. Nature of business of the SMEs within the chemical industry

Most (80.3%) managers had tertiary education with at least a diploma as indicated in Fig. 3.

Fig. 3. Managers’ highest level of education attained.

From Fig. 3 the least qualification is General Certificate in Education (GCE) Ordinary levels
(“O” Level) obtained from secondary school. This is followed by GCE Advanced Level (“A”
Level) obtained after “O” Level. This shows that most SMEs have highly educated
managers, who in essence should transform the health and safety management and
performance scenario within their firms. It is therefore expected that they uphold high
standards of work practice. The education status of managers can be greatly enhanced by
work experience. Experience exposes workers to critical issues at the work place such as
safety especially accidents and injury. An analysis of the work experience of the managers in
chemical industry indicated that 38.9% of them had more than 2 years’ experience and 50%
them having at least 6 months experience. This is illustrated in Fig. 4.
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Fig. 4. Managers’ job experience

Fig. 5 shows that most (88.9 %) of the SMEs were established less than five years ago after
the 2008 economic crisis. This trend agrees with [2] who pointed out that most of these
SMEs in Zimbabwe emerged after the revival of the economy in 2009. In addition the
government had embarked on SME sector expansion as realized by the establishment of the
Ministry of Small to Medium Enterprises Development in 2008 and the recent adoption of
SME expansion strategies like Indigenization and Empowerment Policy. As a result most of
the SMEs are still relatively new, and the managers lack appropriate SME management
experience; hence they have not yet applied all aspects necessary enhance their operations.
However Fig. 4 and 5 tallies manager’s job experience and the years since business was
established. The Ministry of Small and Medium Enterprises and Cooperative Development
should support endeavours by the owners and managers in business development
strategies.

Fig. 5. Age of SME
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Fig. 6. OSH management scenario

Fig. 6 shows that 92.3% of the organizations had no safety policy. This compares well with
85.6 % found not to have a policy by [2]. It is also been confirmed in Fig.6 that all SMEs had
no safety management system; this can be explained by the fact that to have a safety
management system it requires more commitment and provision of resources as required by
the general philosophy stated in the safety policy. The 100% noncompliance rate in safety
management system compared to 92% in safety policy reveals that even though some
organizations have a policy, there is general lack of commitment to safety management as
the organizations did not operationalize their safety policies.  Only 7.7% of the organizations
indicated that they have a way of managing hazards. This tallies with the 7.7 % who had a
policy. Chemical safety cannot be guaranteed without a policy [2]. Lack of a policy and a
corresponding management system leads to lack of or poor safety training (23%) and audits
(11.5%) at the work place. The significance of higher level of manager’s academic education
and experience viz-a-vis inadequate OSH and hazard management practices in SMEs can
be attributed to manager’s negligence, notably health and safety irresponsible, lack of
commitment, concern and specific OSH knowledge. The work environment in these SMEs
can be considered to be very high risk. A huge fraction (71.4%) of the employees indicated
that their places of work were not safe. Research on the contrary shows that poor health and
safety performance impacts on business operations [4,7,8,9]. SMEs with poor safety
management are most likely to have low productivity and high operational costs [7,8,9].

Fig. 7 showed that 50% of the organizations had established first aid in their organizations.
However areas such as emergency management (19.2%), exposure control (3.8%), accident
reporting (30.8) and documentation of safe working procedures (26.9%) are still of great
concern and requires attention. These areas are components of a safety management
system that can be described as inadequate in the SMEs. If these areas are not attended to
SME employees remain demoralized and that negatively affects business performance.

Results presented in Table 2 show that 48.6% of employees feel there is a general lack of
OSH concern by their managers. Since SME managers have a lot of responsibilities,
attending to health and safety issues might not be a priority [13]. This seemingly lack of
concern may be due to general lack of knowledge on the benefits managing OSH.
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Fig. 7. Other parameters associated with safety management

Table 2. Employee responses to OSH management issues

Response to
Question about
whether:

%
Strongly
agreeing

%
Agreeing

%
Neutral

%
Disagreeing

% Strongly
disagreeing

Management is
concerned with OSH

0 6.4 45.0 47.9 0.7

Management is
committed to OSH.

0 3.9 34.3 52.9 10.0

Managers had a
preventive attitude
towards OSH

0 0 12.1 75.0 12.9

There is absence of
a blame culture
towards accidents

0 2.1 18.6 67.9 11.4

Communication is
two way in their
organization

0 42.9 32.9 23.5 0.7

A similar trend to that of management concern to safety is also shown in Table 2 in which
62.9% of the employees indicated that management lacked commitment to OSH. Lack of
concern and commitment indicates that managers show that they have nothing to do with
OSH and that they are not obliged to incorporate OSH management at the workplace. A total
of 87.5 % of the workers indicated that management lacked a proactive approach to OSH
and that production issues were of higher priority than workers’ health and safety concerns
as shown in also Table 2.

Most workers (79.3%) indicated that there is an accident blaming culture within their firms as
shown by results in Table 2. When an accident has occurred instead of carrying out a
thorough accident investigation to ascertain direct and indirect causal factors, management
usually blames workers. Managers with a blame attitude promote accidents to be
underreported. This presents problems since measurement of safety performance uses
accident and incident rates. Without a good idea picture of safety performance the work
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place cannot be effectively managed.  Poor manager-employee consultation and discourses
about OSH issues will emanate from suspicion from the blame culture.

On the contrary, results in Table 2 also show that most employees (42.9%) view
communication within their firms as easy and two-way. Effective communication should be a
positive tool used to effectively manage OSH issues. Communication in SMEs is effective
due to the sizes of the organizations. Employees deal directly with management on
operational basis. This positive trait has not been utilized to improve the occupational safety
in SMEs.  Table 3 shows that most (76.5 %) of respondents who came from SMEs
employing 3 – 10 employees agreed that communication was two – way process. This
constituted 43.3% of the total “agree” responses.  The percentage of responses of those
who agreed dropped as the size of the organization increased (23.5% for 26 – 50 employees
category and 20% of the “agree” responses). These results confirm that communication
improves with size of the organization. This is a positive trait in the SMEs that when
capitalized can improve their performance.

Table 3. Analysis of SMEs’ nature or size for those employees who answered “agree”
for communication question

Size of SME (no. of
employees)

Total employees
interviewed

No. who agreed that
communication is two
way (% of those who
agree)

% agreement
per category of
SME

3 -10 34 26 (43.3) 76.5 %
11 - 25 55 22 (36.7) 40.0%
26 - 50 51 12(20.0%) 23.5%
Total 140 60 (100%)

From the employees responses show in Table 2 it can be noted that there is no strong
agreement to management concern, commitment, having preventive approach and absence
of blame culture.  All these responses were skewed to strong disagreement with absolutely
no strong agreement. Managers in their own responses acknowledged failing to implement
key OSH management issues. These are areas that owners and managers should work on
to improve the general environment of the work place. Improvement on these issues would
greatly improve the working environment of the workers, boost worker morale and improve
productivity [7; 8; 9]. Lack of compliance to OSH initiatives in SMEs is mainly because of the
expense view of the safety standards. There is an abundance of literature that concur on [7;
8; 9] how compliance to safety standards may improve business bottom line can greatly
encourage safety investment by SME owners and hence a huge turn around in OSH
compliance.

4. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Employee responses have confirmed that most SME managers attached low commitment
towards OSH, did not consult with employees, and had a tendency to blame employees
when involved in an accident. All these features negatively affect overall OSH performance
of SMEs. Though most SME managers had reached tertiary level of education they showed
lack knowledge about the importance of including health and safety at work. Analysis
revealed that though the managers had a high level of education and experience, their
SMEs performance with respect to OSH was seemed to be inadequate. The results seem to
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be indicating that employees generally feel that there is a general lack of implementation,
compliance, and monitoring of OSH regulations within the SME sector by the managers.

It is recommended that SME managers may improve workplace safety and health and
consequently improve business performance by implementing basic safety management
principles. Secondly, there is need to improve employees involvement in safety matters.
Thirdly, managers should seek OSH knowledge and advice through attending workshops or
taking courses on OSH management. Training of managers and owners may make
concertize them on how compliance to safety may improve productivity, quality and minimize
production costs. Furthermore policy makers should develop a cost effective, simple and
easy to use regulatory OSH framework for SMEs managers to implement. An SME easily-
accessible-database should be developed and frequently updated to allow exchange of
information within the sector.
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