
As a main contractor you’re probably 

well aware of the responsibility you 

have to maintain health and safety 

standards on your construction 

projects, minimising risks to 

employees, subcontractors, and 

members of the public. 

But as an SME contractor there are inevitable budget 

constraints governing what you can achieve. Employing 

a full-time health and safety resource is rarely an option. 

In addition, you’re likely to face common challenges such 

as managing subcontractors and prioritising areas of risk 

to control.  

With that in mind, we’ve put together this eight-step 

guide to effectively managing health and safety for SME 
contractors within the construction industry. 

08
steps to improving health 
and safety management  
for the SME main contractor



Lead by example 

Commitment to a safe and healthy 

working environment must come from 

the very top, with leaders setting the 

tone for business. Processes simply 

won’t work if these are undermined by 

language or attitudes that imply health 

and safety is an unnecessary burden. 

If you talk down health and safety, 

employees will follow your lead. On the 

other hand, if you instil a culture where 

the importance of health and safety is 

recognised, that constructive energy will 

gradually permeate your organisation.  

But a positive working environment 

isn’t just about actively advocating 

health and safety practices. It’s also 

about creating a culture based on trust 

and respect. An atmosphere where 

everyone feels psychologically safe, and 

able to be themselves. 

Set realistic goals 

Health and safety goals might seem 

obvious, such as avoiding accidents and 

injuries, but these are too vague to form 

the basis of a robust health and safety 

strategy. Platitudes such as ‘zero harm’ 

are for the most part unachievable, 

even for the largest companies with the 

deepest pockets, so are unlikely to be 

suitable in a smaller SME contracting 

environment.

Get your workforce involved in setting 

specific goals and encourage them 
to take ownership of achieving them. 

This will help to embed a positive 

culture and will drive health and safety 

performance in the mid-to-long term. 

Pragmatism

SFARP (so far as reasonably 

practicable) is a useful concept that is 

the cornerstone of health and safety 

management in the UK. It effectively 
means weighing the risk against the 

trouble, time and money needed to 

control it. SFARP is widely beneficial as 
it gives you some flexibility to decide 
what measures to use to control 

hazards and thus allows for pragmatic 

approach to be taken.
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A more caring approach from 

management can make all the 

difference. Engaging with your team 
and asking the right questions, at the 

right time, as well as actually listening 

to the answers, is a great start. 

Check out Everybody Matters, by Bob 

Chapman and Raj Sisodia to explore 

more caring management styles.            



Create a management system 

As an SME main contractor, you’re 

unlikely to have ISO45001 status,  

but you still need a robust health and 

safety management system that is 

proportionate to your business. This 

system should cover all aspects of the 

company operations, not just be office 
focussed or project focussed. Training 

must be provided to everyone, including 

across all projects, to ensure  

a consistent approach. In addition,  

a regular auditing process should be 

introduced to ensure commitments are 

upheld. 

An effective health and safety 
management system will deliver 

the data you need to make smart 

decisions, based on what is actually 

happening on site rather than what 

people think is happening. Gut feeling 

and individual perceptions of where 

issues are occurring are still important 

inputs for decision making, but they 

need to be combined with impartial 

data. Analysing this data to generate 

accurate insight will help you allocate 

budget effectively, and intelligently 
improve health and safety performance. 

Consider sub-contractors 

Effectively engaging and managing 
sub-contractors will have an enormous 

impact on your company’s health 

and safety standards. Set out your 

expectations at the earliest stage 
of the tendering process to ensure 

there is a cultural match between 

the two companies. You can create 

an approved list of sub-contractors 

that are evaluated, either via SSIP 

accreditation or using an internal 

mechanism. Be clear that even sub-

contractors you have a close, long-term 

relationship with need to meet your 

health and safety requirements.   

Once you have selected sub-

contractors, put processes in place to 

ensure standards are communicated 

and maintained. This could include 

pre-start meetings and site inductions 

to make sure everyone is on the same 

page and aware of your expectations. 
It might also involve regular health and 

safety meetings throughout the project, 

and end-of-contract meetings to review 

performance and enable continuous 

improvement. 
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Prioritise key hazards 

Tackling every conceivable hazard at 

the same time is unlikely to succeed. 

It’s better to start by identifying those 

hazards that pose the most serious 

risk to life or business continuity. By 

prioritising these you can have the 

biggest impact on health and safety 

performance. The hazards to focus on 

will vary depending on your sector of 

the market and the types of projects 

you are most regularly involved in. 

Our analysis of the SME main 

contractor market shows four areas 

that are particularly high risk, and 

typically poorly managed. The first 
is mental health, with suicide rates 

among young men in the construction 

industry higher than in any other 

sector. The second is working at 

height, with frequent issues around 

scaffolding, access equipment and 
falling materials or objects. The final 
two areas are temporary works and 

dust management. 

Completing on-site 
inspections 

On-site monitoring in the form of 

inspections is an important tool for 

managing health and safety on 

construction projects. But to be effective 
it needs to be more than just a tick-box 
exercise. It’s relatively easy to visit a 
construction site and identify problems 

but seeing the bigger picture and 

working with construction teams to drive 

real long-term improvement is much 

harder. 

Rather than thinking of on-site 

inspections as a mechanism to police 

health and safety, try to see them as an 

opportunity for coaching. By engaging 

with the workforce to understand site 

constraints, workforce pressures and 

individual attitudes to health and 

safety, you can ensure your inspections 

deal with underlying issues on-site 

while also encouraging long-lasting 

behavioural change. 

Put resource in place

You will need someone suitably 

qualified and experienced to take 
day-to-day responsibility for overseeing 

health and safety management in your 

organisation, and to deliver competent 

advice. Whether you appoint someone 

to this role internally or outsource to 

a third party depends greatly on your 

business and the type of projects you 

typically work on. Check out our article 

exploring the pros and cons of internal 
and external support to help guide  
your decision.    

If you do decide to outsource to an 

external provider, take some time to 
look for a suitable partnership. Get it 

right and the pieces of the jigsaw will 

quickly fall into place. Get it wrong and 

you could spend considerable time and 

money on something which has little 

benefit and could even be detrimental 
to your business. 

If you would like to find out more 
about how we work with our clients 

you can read about some of our 

partnerships here >

https://www.havio.com/internal-vs-external-health-and-safety-resource-the-pros-and-cons-for-organisations/
https://www.havio.com/our-experience/
https://www.havio.com/our-experience/
https://www.havio.com/our-experience/
https://www.havio.com/our-experience/

