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Abstract
Intermediaries has been suggested as a potential source for improving OHS in small businesses (SB), who due to the sheer number and limited managerial and financial resources typically have weak OHS management and higher occupational risks. SB furthermore typically have a reactive approach to OHS and do not seek out OHS assistance on their own. We propose, based on a large comparative study of SB and intermediaries, a general typology for intermediaries in relation to SB, and further discuss the implications for preventive strategies in SB. We argue that there is a strong potential for improving OHS by including various intermediaries, however the inclusion is not enough in itself. The interests of the intermediaries and the OHS improvement must be aligned and the efforts across various intermediaries should be orchestrated among the key actors in order to maximise the outcome.   

1. Introduction
Small business have higher occupational risks than larger business and often lack the financial and managerial resources to secure proper control of these risks, wherefore they tend to focus exclusively on their core business functions and neglect their OHS obligations (Hasle and Limborg, 2006; EU-OSHA, 2016). Due to the sheer number of small businesses (SB) it remains difficult and expensive to reach out to them with traditional means, including OHS regulation and inspections. Researchers have therefore pointed towards various intermediaries to reach out to SB, in order to improve OHS (Cunningham and Sinclair, 2015; Haslam et al., 1998; Walters, 2001). A wide variety of intermediaries have therefore been suggested in the literature from OHS inspectors over OHS advisors (Lamm, 1997), to accountants (Hasle et al., 2010), to business associations (Cunningham and Sinclair, 2015), and other possible stakeholders with more or less frequent interactions with SB. 

Hence, a wide variety of intermediaries can be identified as potential sources for improving OHS, and their character and potential impact have in some cases been discussed in the literature. However, we still lack a clearer overview of the different types of intermediaries and their possible role and impact on OHS in SB and the strengths and weaknesses of the various types. The aim of this paper is to start filling this gap in the literature and contribute to the further development of this line of research. We do so by building a typology for intermediaries who may have roles in supporting OHS improvements in SB and discussing implications for preventive strategies. 

We start the paper by discussing some key literature on the role on intermediaries in supporting OHS improvements in SB, but a comprehensive literature review is beyond the scope of this article. The literature, together with a large study of intermediaries in nine European countries, serves as the empirical basis for the development of the typology. We therefore continue by presenting the methods for this study and continue with the development of the typology. In the discussion section, we reflect on the consequences for preventive strategies from collaboration with different intermediaries. 

2. Background
The discussion of the intermediaries’ role OHS improvements in SB took off in the UK with Haslam et al.’s (1998) report focusing mainly on the potential role of business advisors. Walters (2001) introduced a broader European perspective and emphasised the need to understand the role of intermediaries in a wider societal context. The need to place intermediaries in a support system that can secure sustainable funding and contact to SB was emphasised by Hasle and Limborg (2006) and was further expanded by Cunningham and Sinclair (2015 and Olsen and Hasle (2015) to emphasise whether the intermediaries would have a real interest in working with OHS in SB. As all SB have contacts to accountants, they constitute an example of a potential intermediary that could provide valuable OHS information to SB, but since OHS is not their main interests the potential for OHS improvements may be significantly reduced, and has not been applied on a wider scale (Hasle et al., 2010). The same limited interest in OHS from the intermediaries applies to Haslam et al’s (1998) early suggestions on business advisors. Another question, which is only briefly discusssed in the literature, is the qualifications of the intermediaries to actually provide valuable OHS support (Hasle and Limborg, 2006). 

There is an extensive discussion of the application of intermediaries in relation to other aspects of SB behaviour (See examples in Butler and Durkin, 1998; Rippa et al., 2016); however, the literature offers little conceptualisation of intermediaries. We define intermediaries as all actors who engage directly and on a regular basis with the SB (typically the owner-managers, but also workers) in relation to management or operation aspects of their business. The interaction is most often face-to-face but can also include indirect forms of communication such as phone, mail, or even internet contact. The individual intermediaries meeting the SB would normally be embedded in some kind of institution such as a public authority or a bank, and it can be individual consultants belonging to a profession, such as accountants or various advisors. We include authorities as intermediaries as they constitute a key source for SB both for information and for triggering implementation of improvements. We hence argue that the role of authorities in general goes beyond the mere inspection by setting a standard for OHS and indicating the societal expectations to the owner-managers. 

While our definition excludes customers as an intermediary, we acknowledge the customers’ potential strong impact in changing, improving, and addressing OHS in MSE. There can furthermore be significant impact on OHS from value chains (VC) or supply chain (SC) (Walters et al., 2016), and we include suppliers as possible intermediaries. However, the value chain impact differs from the intermediary impact since the intermediary impact mainly builds on personal contact, where the VC/SC approach emphasises more the contractual and indirect impact. The sector and business setting of the SB furthermore contribute to the distinction of the impact; for instance supply chain configuration are more likely to have a significant impact for SB being sub-suppliers in construction compared to a small retail shop. Therefore, the link between value and supply chain configurations, intermediaries and OHS outcome calls for further research. 

3. Methods and materials
The empirical data for this article was gathered in a large-scale European comparative research project investigating OHS in European SB and carried out in nine European countries between 2015 and 2017, covering seven different sectors. In total, 162 case studies were conducted in SB, scrutinising the companies’ approaches, understanding, and organisation in relation to OHS, including topics such as risk and risk assessment, labour inspections, psychosocial work environment, and worker inclusion in OHS matters. Additionally, research emphasising the role and impact of various intermediaries was carried out. In all nine countries, sector-based dialogue workshops were organised in the construction, manufacturing, and service sectors (with a focus on cleaning, hotels and restaurants) - but with substantial adaption to national contexts. In these dialogue workshops, representatives from employers and employers' association, workers and organised labour (mainly unions), OHS advisors, and various OHS regulators discussed how intermediaries impact the development of OHS in SB and how this role could be further developed and utilised. In some countries and sectors, the dialogue workshops were redesigned due to the national context; and supplemented by focus group interviews with the various sub-groups and/or additional interviews with groups not substantially represented in the dialogue workshops (for further information consult EU-OSHA, 2018). Overall the research project has provided us with significant data on the behaviour, contact, and experiences of SB and how they interact with intermediaries, as well as substantial data from different groups of intermediaries with potential impact on OHS in SB. Beside the four main categories investigated (employers' associations, worker representatives, advisors, and regulators/inspectors), other intermediaries in the study included, for instance, suppliers of tool and material and non-OHS inspectors (mainly food and hygiene inspections). Also, a broad range of potential intermediaries were mentioned in both company case studies and in the research conducted with the intermediaries.   

4. A typology of intermediaries and their role
The existing literature provides several examples of individual intermediaries ranging from agricultural advisors (Olsen and Hasle, 2015) and accountants (Hasle et al., 2010) to trade associations and labour organisations (Okun et al., 2017). Here, we group these different intermediaries into a typology in order to be able to discuss their potential for contributing to the improvement of OHS in SB. 

The literature already indicates that not only intermediaries focusing on OHS are relevant. Due to the high cost of staying in continuous contact with SB, other types of intermediaries with regular contact to SB can help extend the reach of relevant OHS information and support to SB. Acknowledging the significant (yet still underdeveloped) potential of the non-OSH intermediaries, we make a distinction between OHS and non-OHS intermediaries in the typology (cf. EU-OSHA, 2018). In both of these basic types, we additionally identified four types of intermediaries: regulators, advisors, social partners and other intermediaries. Table 1 provides an overview with examples of the different types.  

Table 1. The main typology of intermediaries 
	Type of intermediary 
	OHS
	Non-OHS

	Regulators
	· Labour inspections
· Only OHS
· Also working conditions
· Specialised inspections
· Fire
· Chemical substances 
· Sectors: mines, rail
· OHS insurance organisations
	· Food inspection
· Environment inspections
· Tax authorities 
· Energy inspections

	Advisors
	· Occupational health services
· OHS advisors
	· Health professionals without special OHS qualifications
· Business advisory centres 
· Financial advisors (banks, accountants)
· Agricultural advisors

	Social partners
	· OHS professional services provided by either unions or employers’ associations
· OHS professional services provided through shared agreements
	· General membership advice provided by either unions or employers’ associations
· Trade associations
· Peer networks

	Other intermediaries 
	· NGO specialised in OHS advise
· Suppliers of safety equipment
	· Chambers of commerce 
· Suppliers



The role of regulatory intermediaries
It was agreed by workshops participants and interview persons from all nine countries that OHS inspections constitute a crucial foundation for all other types of intermediaries. The awareness by SB of the existence of legislation, and the risk of being inspected and subsequently sanctioned based on non-compliance, initiates an attention towards assistance from other intermediaries in order to comply with the regulation. Furthermore, it was found that the method and approach of the inspectors also mattered; the SB prefer tangible assessments and demonstration of an understanding of their business context. In some countries (Denmark, Estonia, and Romania), we found examples of the labour inspectorate taking on a more consultative role in relation to SB, helping them to better grasp what was needed from them and how to improve their OHS performance. This more supportive approach by the labour inspectorate was well received by many owner-managers.   

There are differences between countries in terms of inspections only focussing on OHS and the inclusion of broader labour market inspections such as working conditions and wages. However, in all studied countries, there were limited resources for inspection of SB due to the sheer amount of SB, and many SB would therefore not have actual experience with being inspected. In order to utilise existing resources, the involvement of OHS in non-OHS inspections provide a promising venue. Some of the non-OHS regulators are clearly aligned with OHS issues e.g. fire safety, heavy machinery, food and hygiene and chemicals inspection. Other potential intermediaries include tax and environmental authorities. Some pilot testing of expanding the non-OHS inspection to cover OHS dimensions has been carried out, but has not been implemented in any of the countries as a permanent feature.

Advisors
The second category of SB intermediaries is a broad range of advisors. Whereas the approach of inspectors across countries share many similarities, the set-up in relation to OHS advisors varies quite significantly across countries. 

There are two overall types of OHS advisory services: occupational health services focusing on medical services, most often with medical check-ups as the point of departure, and the broader OHS advisory services with a stronger focus on OHS factors and work environment such as accidents, risks, chemical, and physical exposures. Advisory services have three different modes of regulation and ways of funding, as indicated in Table 2.

Table 2. Characteristics of advisory services
	Regulation
	Funding

	· Voluntary
· Agreements
· Legislation
	· Paid by SB
· through insurance
· public subsidies



SB are in general very reluctant to use advisory service if they are paying fully for the service. In countries such as Germany and France, where OHS advisors have a widespread reach to SB, the services are therefore required by legislation and in some cases funded through insurance fees, so that the use of the services does not require any additional payment. In other countries, such as Denmark and the UK, where there are no legal requirements, the use of advisory services remains very limited as the SB have to pay themselves for the service. However, even in countries where there is legal requirements and secure funding, there are criticisms of the quality of the services. It is costly for the service providers to secure a broad outreach and they therefore provide only minimal service. It may, however, be appreciated by the owner-managers who often only request a minimal compliance approach, where the aim is not to make OHS improvements as such, but rather avoid regulatory interference in the business operations.

Non-OHS advisors were found to be a source of OHS information in the study, although not so often utilised; however, it was highlighted as an area of great potential gains. Most often sector advisors were suggested, but the tangible examples were few. One example was agricultural advisors in Estonia who had been trained on OHS, which they offered when guiding SB on other dimensions of agricultural improvements. Financial intermediaries were also suggested like they have been in the literature, where banks (Haslam et al., 1998) and accountants (Hasle et al., 2010) have been suggested as fruitful advisors, but we found no evidence of these institutions having this role in practice.

Social partners
Social partners, here defined as employers' associations (trade and business associations) and organised labour organisations, are in a good position to act as intermediaries insofar as they have members among SB. Due to the member-based approach, they often have high levels of trust and legitimacy. However, membership rates are low in many countries, and this is particular outspoken among SB also in countries with higher density rates. Since the constituency of most social partners are based in larger companies, we found a general tendency to neglect their SB membership. However, there are organisations, e.g. employers' associations, mainly representing smaller companies and thereby giving better support to the SB members. 

In most countries, the social partners provide direct services to the members both in terms of general advice given by staff with no specific qualifications in OHS and in some cases, more dedicated OHS services. Several of the employers' association and unions, we studied, had some kind of expertise in relation to OHS and OHS regulation. Often, the most important contribution of the social partners is to help translate OHS information and legislation into tangible advices at workplace level. This would be, for instance, a company receiving a non-compliance notification from the labour inspectors and turning to their employers' association for advice on how to handle this, or workers experiencing OHS problems and then turning to the union. However, we found some of the most promising examples where employers and unions have made agreements about providing shared OHS services for SB. An example from Sweden is regional safety representatives reaching out in particular to SB (cf. Frick, 2009), and in the construction sector in Denmark where the social partners have agreed to provide outreaching, company-level OHS services mainly targeting SB. However, these extensive programmes are difficult to substantiate to a broad outreach for the social partners and they therefore need external subsidies. This is the case in Sweden where the government co-funds the regional safety representatives. 

Examples of impact from social partners that are not directly linked to OHS are peer networks, where OHS matters also can be discussed in a less formal manner, or in vocational training where the social partners in some countries provide substantial input, which addresses work practices and thereby also OHS. 

Other intermediaries
In addition to the above mentioned, we found some interesting other intermediaries, but during the workshops and interviews, these were mainly mentioned as a potential venue for future improvement rather than current practice. However, we did encounter some example with specific OHS focus and some of these participated in the workshops, with the prominent example being suppliers of various safety equipment, and other inputs like bags of flour for a bakery, which was adjusted to reduce the weight-load when lifting the bags. Although the suppliers obviously have a commercial interest in selling equipment, this can be aligned with the goal of achieving OHS improvements. For instance, in a Danish example, upgrading to newer and safer ladders in the construction sector was promoted in a joint project with the construction sector’s social partners. Other examples with implications for OHS included suppliers of materials (e.g. in constructions sites), designers, and construction managers. Besides the suppliers, NGOs specialised in OHS advice could be mentioned. A UK example is the Hazards centres that provide OHS advice to precarious workers, mainly within SB in several large cities.

While other intermediaries (as well as non-OHS intermediaries) may have a strong potential impact, their activities related directly to OHS are normally very limited, reflecting the restricted interest they have in the topic and the difficulties in aligning their interests with substantial improvements in OHS. This also indicates a lack of explicit OHS competence. 

5. Discussion
Due to the resource scarcity and managerial limitations in SB, they tend to neglect their OHS obligations, and while a regulatory approach based upon OHS inspection seems to be vital for development, there is a strong need for addressing OHS in SB from multiple approaches in order to improve OHS. The overwhelming amount of resources from the regulatory authorities it would demand to inspect and engage with SB on a regular basis, means that approaches drawing on other potential sources, such as other intermediaries, are indeed needed to support improvement of OHS in SB. There are several advantages of including intermediaries other than regulatory ones, particularly the potential for reaching a significantly higher number of companies via the intermediaries. 

Some intermediaries appear more promising than others and an example of the potentially most fruitful include the OHS advisory services that have secured funding from insurance premiums. This way of funding advisory services can secure a relatively high outreach to SB also on the personal level, which is so important for the SB in order to trust and listen to advice. Thus, such services can also relieve public budgets. However, advisory services can only have a significant effect if they have a secure source of funding. Paying for services will only reach a small fraction of the most pro-active SB. The social partners and the various other types of intermediary organisations can also play important roles. They generally have the advantage of high legitimacy and trust, but at the same time also constraints on resources as they depend on their membership fees, and have limited resources for that purpose, and often prioritise other issues. However, they can play an important role in conveying and supporting OHS messages to the SB.

However, it is obvious that no single intermediary can solve all problems at hand, and a key finding in the research project is the need for a regulatory baseline for other intermediaries to work on. In the absence of inspections and within weak regulatory enforcement regimes, and since most SB have a reactive and ad hoc based approach to handling their OHS challenges in general, and emphasise core business functions, SB will continue to neglect their OHS obligations. It is therefore necessary to look at the intermediaries in a more holistic approach. By utilising their various strengths and building a combined approach, it should be possible to achieve both a larger outreach and a stronger impact. This idea would imply that the different intermediaries coordinate their activities in an “orchestrated” OHS effort (Hasle et al., 2017). The various intermediaries contribute along their particular interest, role and strengths. The inspectors express the signal from society that OHS needs to be taken into consideration. The OHS advisors show how to solve tangible problems and the social partners express the legitimacy of the OHS preventive efforts. The SB will therefore receive the same message from different sources, each with their own approach, but this requires some coordination among intermediaries to streamline the messages. Contradicting message would make the SB passive, as they doubt what to do. A sector perspective is probably the most promising approach as the sectors have possibilities to adapt to the specific and recognisable context for the companies.    

By orchestrating the effort and utilising both the existing channels as well as new types of intermediaries engaging with the SB, there seems to be a high potential for achieving better results within the limited resources available to policy makers and intermediaries. The broad typology developed here shows various ways intermediaries can impact and improve OHS in SB. A key finding from the research is that the intermediaries must either have a specific interest in improving OHS or there should be a clear link to how the intermediaries can align their own interest with the broad aims for OHS policies (Cunningham and Sinclair, 2015). Therefore, while many intermediaries have contact with the SB, they cannot per se contribute to the improvement of OHS, because they not only does not have a clear interest in doing so, they also do not have the necessary OHS competences. 

It is therefore crucial to find ways towards sustainable funding in order to reach out to a majority of SB. Non-OHS intermediaries, as well as the OHS intermediaries, need to have the necessary funding to undertake their activities on a continued basis. The non-OHS intermediaries have their core activities outside the OHS field and their work need to be aligned with the OHS interests in order to achieve improvements that way around in SB. The main sources for funding we identified originate from either the public (government) or insurance companies. Membership fees and voluntary contributions may be helpful and may be valuable for testing models, but will never be sufficient to reach a larger share of the SB. 

Overall the discussion here also highlighted that there is a need for further research into the role and impact of intermediaries, especially to study how the various intermediaries can reach out to SB in a cost efficient manner. 
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