
INTRODUCTION

Many researchers have shown strong interest in the behav-
ioural aspects of safety, and safety culture and safety cli-
mate have become essential cornerstones of modern con-
cepts about occupational health and safety (OH&S)
management in organisational culture (DeJoy, 2005; Frazier
et al., 2013). Safety culture can be defined as the product of
individual and group values, attitudes, beliefs, risk- percep-
tions, competencies, norm, principles, and patterns of be-
haviour that determine the commitment of employees to
health and safety, as well as the style and proficiency of an
organisation’s health and safety programmes (Anonymous,
2005). Cultural assumptions and propagated values are typi-
cally the basis of an organisation’s mission and “vision
statements”, which should be references for appropriate
conduct for all employees in the organisation. Frazier et al.
(2013) stated that this is not always the case, the organisa-
tion’s mission and values cannot create or change a culture
alone. Interventions directed at the individual employee
level are necessary. It is essential that employee health and
safety behaviour as organisational values are adopted and
shared between all employees throughout the organisation
and not only formally existing on paper. Reviews of organi-
sational value surveys have identified some common con-
structs related to such values (Virovere, 2015), such as: de-
scribed, propagated and shared or real values; and formal or
real values. Many organisations claim to have made a seri-
ous commitment to safety and they show relevant good

safety performance and accident records. Meliá et al. (2012)
investigated differences between descriptive and prescrip-
tive safety cultures, and analysed the effort of the construc-
tion industry to convert formal safety into real safety in a
large plant.

The present article examines differences between formal
safety and real safety in Estonian small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) from different industries and discusses
one of the many possible approaches to safety culture —
through managing the safety social capital inherent in an or-
ganisation. This study applies intellectual capital (IC) prin-
ciples to the field of occupational health and safety (OH&S)
in Estonia with a special focus on knowledge management
(KM) systems. The article proceeds as follows: first, we in-
troduce the concept of IC as the stock of knowledge and
skills that an organisation is able to generate and use in its
OH&S management system to build safer and healthier
workplaces. This section also reviews the content of social
capital (SC) and its relationship to shared knowledge and
safety culture in the organisation. The second section out-
lines the methods used in the research. The last sections
present an analytical overview of the existing Estonian or-
ganisational safety culture, which requires consideration of
both SC and safety management systems in organisations.
Safety as an organisational value is evaluated and the differ-
ences between formal safety and real safety are assessed. In
addition, safety programmes are evaluated in SMEs in order
to highlight the social and cultural character of learning in
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organisations, and thus attribute the role of SC in safety
knowledge exchange. The authors’ recommendations and
arguments conclude with a view of SC and organisational
learning concepts toward OH&S, in the light of on-going
problems of safety culture in Estonia.

Organisational safety social capital and safety culture.

According to the sociological view of learning, individuals
in organisations continuously obtain, combine, modify and
use knowledge through their everyday cooperation and in-
teraction (Chang et al., 2011). Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998)
have stated that organisations have potential and capabilities
for developing, creating, sharing and utilising knowledge
and IC, as well as the development of and cultivation of SC
are likely to provide a competitive advantage. Roos et al.
(1997) conceptualised IC as the sum of all intellectual mate-
rials — knowledge, information, intellectual property,
skills, experience and knowing capabilities of companies —
which can be combined and utilised for competitive advan-
tage. IC is collective brainpower, which can be developed
through the processes of sharing and the combination of
knowledge (Bahra, 2001). In order for the IC to succeed
within an organisation, the sharing of knowledge needs to
be managed effectively.

Knowledge development in an organisation is dependent
and influenced by the organisation’s SC (Davenport et al.,
2006). SC is frequently described and defined as one of the
three subcategories of IC, a) human capital (consisting of
knowledge, skills, experience and abilities of the employees
and managers) and b) organisational or structural capital
(covering the structures and processes within the organisa-
tion, referring to knowledge institutionalised within data-
bases, documents, manuals and culture), and c) SC (consist-
ing of valuable relationships, networks) (Camps et al.,
2011; Virovere, 2015). Edvinsson and Malone (1997) sug-
gest that corporate value does not arise directly from any of
its IC factors, but only from the interaction among all three.
SC as the organisational process requires bringing people
together, and creating interdependence through integration
and specialisation (Davenport et al., 2006).

The current research employed the definition and modified
model provided by Nahapiet et al. (1998) with respect to
safety, which consists of structural, cognitive, and relational
dimensions of SC. The authors chose to adopt this defini-
tion and framework because it clearly demonstrated the in-
terrelationship between SC and intellectual capital, through
which organisational learning is enabled and engaged. In
addition, their framework provides a relevant interpretation
on how SC can be used for development of IC in an organi-
sation. The structural component or dimension of SC con-
sists of connectedness, networks, employee participation,
and behaviour. The cognitive component or dimension of
SC comprises: shared norms, sanctions, goals, shared repre-
sentations, meaning and vision, social trust, perceptions of
support, social cohesion and attitudes, shared interpreta-
tions, and understanding between the members of a network
(Nahapiet et al., 1998; Fukuyama, 2001) that facilitate coor-
dination and cooperation for mutual benefit.

An important facet of the relational component or dimen-
sion of SC comprises: trust that is developed among mem-
bers and personal relationships among members (Davenport
et al., 2006). Additionally, communication, participation in
decision-making, sharing valuable knowledge and attitudes,
employee involvement in processes, as well as social good
relationships and conflict management are an essential fac-
tors that promote trust. KM is an integrated, systematic ap-
proach which can also be used to describe the structures,
processes, techniques, methods, and cultures developed to
improve the creation, identification, management, sharing
and utilisation of all of an organisation’s resources/assets,
including data bases, documents, policies, procedures as
well as expertise and experience of individual workers
(Roos et al., 1997; Alvesson, 2004). The KM system is an
umbrella for capturing a range of organisational activities in
order to manage the integration of human, structural and so-
cial capital in order to enhance organisational learning and
performance in an organisation (Fig. 1).

Organisational learning is a tool for development of Com-
munities of Practice (CoP) and potentially gives a possibil-

Fig. 1. Intellectual capital grows with use and requires
organisational learning (based on: Seemann et al. 2002;
Järvis, 2013).
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ity for employees to exchange explicit and tacit knowledge.
According to Hislop (2005), CoP is realised in informal
groups of people who have a particular activity in common,
and as a consequence have some common values, knowl-
edge, and a sense of community identity. An essential char-
acteristic of knowledge is that it only generates value for the
organisation when it is used effectively (Seemann, et al.,
2002) and shared (Järvis, 2013). SC has emerged as an area
of interest in a large number of studies at different levels,
including organisational (Burt et al., 2000; Chang et al.,
2011; Nuñez et al., 2011), community, individual and their
behavioural (Burt et al., 2000) and national (Fukuyama,
2001) level. Felício et al. (2012) investigated relationships
between SC and human capital in SMEs. The positive ef-
fects of SC connections to KM was studied by Burt et al.
(2000) and Nahapiet et al. (1998); to CoP by Gherardi et al.
(2000), to knowledge transfer by Wei et al. (2011), to or-
ganisational learning by McGrath et al. (2006); and to im-
proving creativity and innovativeness by Camps et al.
(2011). Several studies have tried to provide some prelimi-
nary evidence on the role of organisational knowledge in
building safer and healthier workplaces (Gherardi et al.,
2000; Podgorski, 2010; Nuñez et al., 2011) and in enhanc-
ing safety culture. At the same time, relatively little is
known about how organisations influence and deal with the
formation of safety culture with respect to SC among their
employees.

For example, Chang with colleagues (2011) examined the
influence of SC on knowledge sharing, which in turn en-
hanced patient safety.

The concept of safety social capital. Workplace safety is a
form of organisational expertise, which can be viewed as a
situated practice, an emerging property of a social-technical
system, the result of a collective process, a “doing” that in-
volves people, interaction, technologies as well as social re-
lations (Gherardi et al., 2002). It is therefore situated in the
system of on-going practices and has both explicit (for in-
stance, accident records, theories, safety regulations and
guidelines etc.) and tacit (for example, safety engineer’s ex-
perience, occupational hazard recognition, perceptual and
cognitive skills) dimensions. When people solve complex
problems in the field of OH&S, they bring knowledge,
skills and experience to the situation, and as they engage in
problem-solving they share their internal knowledge with
others, so that tacit knowledge is converted into new tacit
and explicit knowledge. The process of knowledge sharing
creates new knowledge inside the receiver, in the use, and
sharing of tacit knowledge (Järvis, 2013). Safety knowledge
can be conceptualised as employee understanding of the
safety procedures. Safety SC can be defined as an
instantiated informal safety norm, assets and collective val-
ues that promote interaction and cooperation between mem-
bers in an organisation in order to maintain an OH&S man-
agement system as well as to achieve the highest standards
of occupational safety. The contribution of OH&S interven-
tions to the components of safety SC consist of: occupa-
tional risk assessment; competence and training; proactive

hazard control and prevention; management of change;
emergency preparedness and response; performance moni-
toring and measurement.

The authors of the current article argue that understanding
safety knowledge development and transfer, particularly
that related to SC, is essential in the field of OH&S. Al-
though some researchers have investigated and pointed to
the positive relation between human capital, reduction of
accidents and good working relationship, integrating ergo-
nomics principles and workplace health promotion and how
it complements a safety management system (Kuimet et al.,
2016), insufficient attention has been paid to the relation-
ship between SC and safety culture as well as to KM in the
field of OH&S performance; how SC manifests itself in
SMEs.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The current investigation employed quantitative methods in
order to explore employer and employee attitudes, percep-
tions toward OH&S, values, conflicts, risk awareness and
employee involvement. In addition, qualitative methods
were used in order to focus on a limited number of case
studies and individuals, producing in-depth information,
and to investigate the real safety situation in SMEs, with the
intention to bring understanding to the concept of safety
culture and real safety behaviour in the investigated compa-
nies. Substantive parts of the paper present recent compara-
tive survey evidence from quantitative and qualitative safety
surveys.

Sample. A national questionnaire survey was carried out by
Statistics Estonia in 2009. Two questionnaires measured
safety attitudes, perceptions, values, conflicts and relation-
ships, information dissemination, job satisfaction, responsi-
bility and commitment, risk awareness, working conditions
and safety measures were administered anonymously to em-
ployees and employers from SMEs from different branches
of industry. For the current study, the survey was comprised
of a sample of 463 employers and 1757 employees who
filled out the questionnaires and participated in the study.
The sample included both men (52%) and women (48%).
Approximately one half (54.2%) of the sample was less
than 49 years old, 45.8% were 50 years old or more, and
only 5% were less than 25 years old. Work experience is an
important characteristic of this sample. A noteworthy 48%
had worked at the same company for 1–5 years, 20.8% for
6–10 years and 13.7% for 11–15 years, 7.1% and 8.9% for
16 to 20 years and more than 20 years. A higher response
rate (34.9%) and (27.6%) from organisations was obtained
for those with less than 50 employees and with 5–9 employ-
ees correspondingly. We found that companies with less
than 250 employees were more reluctant to respond to the
questionnaire, which led to a lower response rate from this
type of firm.

Safety interviews with senior management and employ-

ees: case studies. The exploratory study was based on
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workplace visits and semi-structured interviews with senior
managers as well as focus group interviews with workers.
Special attention was paid to ascertaining positive aspects
expected from a prescriptive safety culture (based on Meliá
et al., 2012; Frazier et al, 2013), such as: existence of a
safety policy emphasizing safety values and actions in the
organisation and shared between all employees; well-de-
fined safety procedures and guidelines for all the operations
integrated in work procedures; safety resources and invest-
ment; specific safety training and supervision; accidents and
near-misses investigation; active employee involvement in
OH&S activities and health promotion. Interviews were car-
ried out in eight selected enterprises from different branches
of industry (the metal industry (3), textile industry (2), man-
ufacture of devices and plastic processing industry (2), and
printing industry (1), from various geographical parts in Es-
tonia. Eight semi-structured face-to-face interviews were
carried out with senior managers in charge of production
operations, and/or quality sections of their companies and
eight interviews with safety managers. All interviews were
conducted in Estonian and Russian languages and were
fully transcribed and analysed. Each interview with manag-
ers lasted an average of two hours and with workers 45 min
and was recorded. Data for this exploratory study were
gathered from eight focus group interviews with 22 indus-
trial workers (13 males and 9 females). A simple random
sample was selected from workers employed at the SMEs.
Relevant supplementary safety documents such as safety
strategy, plan and instructions, risk assessment, safety pro-
cedures, safety records, including incidents and accident in-
vestigation were also carefully analysed in order to compli-
ment and verify the data collected during the interviews. In
addition, company’s strategy, policy, values, vision- and
mission statements were investigated based on the data
available from their homepages.

Literature review. In order to investigate media and public
attention to the OH&S, safety culture and SC in Estonia, a
literature review was performed and newsletters and jour-
nals available for the period of 2009 to January 2013 were
analysed. A search was conducted via the Database of Esto-
nian Articles Index Scriptorum Estoniae, which contains ar-
ticles, from newspapers, magazines and journals, serial pub-
lications and anthologies and collections from the 1990s
onwards, allowing the full-text to be accessed in free digital
archives and Web publications. The key words “occupa-
tional health and safety, safety culture, occupational acci-
dent and disease, risk assessment, safety management,
health promotion, conflict management, and employee in-
volvement” were searched for and only the content of those
articles related to health and safety and in Estonian, Rus-
sian, English or German languages were examined.

RESULTS

Companies’ safety response. Company safety response re-
fers to the state and process of safety. The working environ-
ment and conditions in the investigated SMEs were ana-
lysed in detail and presented in previous studies (Järvis,

2013; Reinhold et al., 2015). Most of the investigated com-
panies showed rather a positive attitude towards contribut-
ing to safety: developing safety practices and written work
procedures, risk assessment, investigating occupational ac-
cidents, and providing safety training for the employees.
Most of the occupational hazards were assessed, evaluated
and under control. Noise, indoor climate and improper
lighting conditions were identified as the main occupational
hazards in the mechanical, plastic, and printing industry.
However, the main shortfalls of the OH&S system were dis-
covered: the absence of a safety policy, poor quality of risk
assessment, weak accident investigation and reporting pro-
cedures; and the absence of near-miss reporting procedures.
In addition, knowledge about OH&S differed among the
various enterprises. The authors identified insufficient
safety training of new workers as a problem in all investi-
gated enterprises. During workplace visits and interviews,
gaps concerning how safety knowledge transferred were
analysed and some safety knowledge transfer barriers were
found, such as lack of time and willingness to share infor-
mation and expertise. Employees were not willing to talk
about safety issues and they did not participate much in
health and safety activities.

Safety survey. Organisational commitment to safety. Visi-
ble commitment by senior management regarding safety in-
cludes interest, active participation and time for meetings,
provision of resources for OH&S and Occupational Health
Services (OHS) for employees, organisation of risk assess-
ment and accident investigation feedback, physical presence
in the workplace, participating and supporting OH&S train-
ing, and involvement of employees in OH&S activities. All
items indicated a positive view of senior management com-
mitment and showed that safety was given high priority by
the management. The safety survey showed that organisa-
tions in Estonian SMEs have real interest in safety, even
more important than production, receiving business objec-
tives and investment. To the question about the main moti-
vation to deal with OH&S issues, 43% of employers stated
that the employee health protection, followed by compli-
ance with law and regulations were the main reasons for
managing OH&S (Fig. 2).

When asked to rate OH&S in terms of importance on a
scale of 1 to 5 (where 5 is very important), along with other
workplace issues, employers and employees placed greater
importance on safe working conditions, employee aware-
ness about the organisation’s activity and work organisa-
tion, good relationships and job security issues as the most
important aspects in working life. Both for employees and
employers, work by itself and possibilities for development
were much further down the scale. They rated highly issues
such as job security, good relationships between the em-
ployer and employees, the balance between work and home
life, and employees’ involvement in decision making pro-
cess regarding work organisation and working conditions.
Employees and employers both ranked an interesting job,
career and opportunity for employee development as less
important factors in their working life (Fig. 2).
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Employees and employers shared common perceptions of
responsibility for managing OH&S and thought that this is
“everyone’s responsibility”, which is a positive sign related
to safety culture. To the question to employers about who is
actually dealing with OH&S in the organisation, a majority
of employers (85%) said that they were dealing with this
themselves, and half (54%) of employers reported that they
also had a safety manager and safety council (17%) in deal-
ing with OH&S. At the same time, the qualitative survey
data revealed that traditionally in all investigated compa-
nies, this task was delegated to the safety managers, human
resource managers or, even to accountants.

Working conditions, employer and worker perceptions of
safety. The vast majority of the employees (66%) and em-
ployers (77%) considered that they worked in a safe envi-
ronment. Employees (18%) were more likely to consider the
workplace risky than their employers (9%), who actually
had formal responsibility for OH&S within their organisa-
tions. Most of the employers tend to underestimate risk and
did not believe that their employees were exposed to any
dangerous occupational risk. The results from the current

survey are in line with Woolfson et al. (2008) and
Alvensson (2004) who demonstrated that safety manage-
ment is still inadequate, especially in SMEs, due to time
constraints and lack of knowledge. Employers and employ-
ees showed good awareness about possible risks in their
work places. When asked in detail about specific common
occupational hazards of the workplace, employers and em-
ployees mentioned broadly the same issues, but they per-
ceived occupational safety risks differently (Fig. 3).

To make a relative assessment of safety measures, employ-
ers and employees have a similar hierarchy of concerns; in
particular, two main prevention measures (proper and safety
task performance and work organisation according to em-
ployee capabilities) appear to be applied in the majority of
SMEs. The questionnaire enables us to analyse the practices
of prevention and the intervention activities used in the
companies investigated. Case studies demonstrated that
daily OH&S management activities applied in the investi-
gated companies were equipment maintenance, inspection
of premises, provision of personal protective equipment,
and risk assessment (evaluation of occupational hazards).

Fig. 2. Importance of different
aspects of working life. (Ques-
tion “Please, tell how important
is each aspect for you?”)

Fig. 3. Question “Factors which
present a problem in your work-
place?”

273Proc. Latvian Acad. Sci., Section B, Vol. 70 (2016), No. 5.



Although risk assessment was performed in all investigated
companies, the authors identified some shortages in quality
of risk assessment and efficiency of safety measures (Järvis,
2013).

Employee involvement and workplace relations. The rele-
vant Estonian legislation and the European Framework Di-
rective on OH&S require that all employees and their repre-
sentatives be informed of the risks to their health and of the
safety measures required. Generally, information and repre-
sentational channels via individual safety representatives
take place in smaller enterprises, while (indirect) via elected
representatives meetings together with employer representa-
tives’ in health and safety committees occur in larger enter-
prises (Woolfson et al., 2008). In the investigated SMEs,
more than half of employers (51%) and only 43% of em-
ployees reported that safety and health worker representa-
tives were elected in their organisation. The questionnaire
study revealed that, for employers (40%) and employees
(50%), it is very essential that employees be informed about
organisation activity, work organisation, and working con-
ditions. Only 17% of employees were very satisfied with
the amount of provided information about these issues.
Safety culture presumes effective communication and em-
ployee safety participation and involvement in OH&S activ-
ities. While most employees (91%) stated that it was vital
for them to be able to suggest and be involved in deci-
sion-making process concerning work organisation, train-
ing, payment, safety and working conditions, 53% of em-
ployees reported that they could not raise their opinion in
training and further training, and 30% reported they could
not manifest their opinion in any of the topics. For more
than a half of employees (77%), good relationships were
very important in the organisation; however, only 2% of
employees stated that they have a “very good” and 50%
“rather good” relationship with colleagues while 42% of
employees reported a very good relationship with their em-
ployer. This suggests potential for the occurrence of con-
flict, but only 22% of employers declared that conflicts with
employees took place, and 98% of employees reported that
they never had any conflicts with their employers.

Based on these results, it is possible to conclude that con-
flicts might exist and are more likely between co-workers
than between employees and the employer. This can be also
one reason for dissatisfaction of employees with their rela-

tionships at work. According to the employer opinion, there
are three main causes of conflict in the workplace: noncom-
pliance with the duties and agreements, poor information
transfer, and employee absenteeism. Additional possible
work-related causes of the conflict have not been investi-
gated. The majority of employers said that the main meth-
ods used in order to solve problems were discussion with
employees and reprimand. There is a contradiction of re-
sults, however, because only 9% of employees reported that
they discuss problems with employers in order to solve the
conflicts. Virovere (2015) identified similar factors in sepa-
rate articles on workplace conflicts in 2001: lack of pro-
vided information, and of teamwork, as well as unclear
work procedures and rules.

Ability to learn. The ability to learn is central for enhancing
safety culture through a continuous learning process, which
requires transfer and exchange of information. This in-
volves the organisation’s ability to recognise problems re-
lated to OH&S, to implement solutions, to monitor the ef-
fects of the solutions, and to provide feedback. According to
results from our questionnaire, employees are generally
content with the amount of OH&S information and training
they receive (Fig. 4). However, only 30% of employees
stated that they have a possibility to continuously comple-
ment and improve their knowledge. Only 35% of employees
felt that they do not have any possibility for training and re-
ceiving new information in their organisation. Half of the
respondents (50%) stated that the possibilities for training
and receiving new information, as well as opportunities for
development at work, were limited. Since in 2009 there was
a difficult economic situation in Estonia, it is possible to
conclude that at that time, to keep a job was much more im-
portant for the employees.

The safety survey demonstrated that the majority of em-
ployers (87%) evaluated the level of knowledge of employ-
ees who are dealing with OH&S in organisation as very or
rather good and sufficient. The main sources of OH&S in-
formation were professional literature (94%), published
guidelines and regulations (93%). The questionnaire survey
enabled us to examine the level of knowledge and amount
of training received in the field of OH&S by employers.
However, qualitative survey evidence indicated that em-
ployers in Estonian SMEs did not receive any special safety
training. Respondents were also asked to identify from

Fig. 4. Safety information and
training available in the or-
ganisation (Questions: “Do
you think the amount of infor-
mation you receive from your
current employer about OH&S
issues is ...?” and “Do you
think the amount of safety
training you receive from your
current employer is …?”
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which sources they generally received OH&S information.
A total of 89% of employees reported that they received
OH&S information from their employer or supervisor. This
result is in line with research carried out in three Baltic
countries by Woolfson et al (2008). Employers (82%) also
declared that OH&S information was generally provided by
the employer or supervisor. However, according to the pres-
ent questionnaire, only 4% of employees and 6% of em-
ployers stated that generally employees received OH&S in-
formation from worker safety representatives.

Main findings from safety interviews. The results from
the interviews with senior managers and employees are pre-
sented in Järvis (2013). Our results obtained from the con-
tent of the safety interviews showed similar results to those
obtained by the questionnaire study and also made it possi-
ble to indicate and identify important safety flaws such as a
lack of management awareness and commitment to safety in
all investigated enterprises as well as a lack of real safety
talks and cooperation between some supervisors and their
workers in four enterprises. In three companies, employers
and employees stated that they accepted unsafe behaviour
of employees in order to accomplish production goals, and
even, willing to compromise on safety for increasing pro-
duction. In addition, the authors evaluated unsuitable
programmes of work and an unrealistic daily required work-
ing load, which was impossible to achieve during the shift.
Production always competes with workplace safety, how-
ever, this is unacceptable from the safety point of view as
well as from labour rights and this decreases employee mo-
tivation.

In all of the investigated enterprises, written safety guide-
lines and procedures existed, but their fulfilment was not
periodically updated and monitored. Additionally, safety
programmes were established formally but not used, like a
strictly formal use of preventive observations and audit. Re-
garding unsafe jobs, and supervisors’ and employee unsafe
behaviour (working without safety devices), written safety
guidelines and rules do not guarantee that employees under-
stand all information and thus will be able to foresee all
risks in their working environment. The interviewed em-
ployees said that they have all necessary technical and per-
sonal protective equipment and that they were provided
with OH&S. At the same time, employees said that senior
managers did not show interest in the safety of workers and
did not participate in safety meetings and that there was no
information available about discussions of OH&S issues at
the top management level. One employee said: “Generally
we do not discuss OH&S issues with my colleagues. Ac-
cording to my opinion, all the system (training, risk assess-
ment etc.) in our enterprise is formal and exists just on pa-
per… ” Fear of litigation does not come out as a major
concern in the survey. All interviewed managers stated that
the need to meet legislation and maintain good profit is the
main reason why organisations are taking OH&S manage-
ment seriously. To the question about the need to maintain a
good business and a positive reputation in the community,
media and industry, six of eight managers suggested that

they do not much worry about it, because the OH&S issue
does not attract media attention in Estonia. These results
were confirmed by a public media survey carried out by the
authors.

Company’s homepage analysis. The authors carried out tex-
tual content analysis of the homepages of the eight investi-
gated companies. In addition, twenty randomly chosen com-
pany homepages of SMEs from different branches of
industry were also investigated. Altogether, eleven com-
pany homepages contained issues related to OH&S and two
represented companies included in case studies. One exam-
ple of a statement available from a homepage was: “health
and safety goals are highly appraised and paramount, we
ensure that employees will be informed about whether and
how health and safety goals have achieved”. In order to ob-
tain data for comparison, the authors randomly chose
twenty five industrial SMEs of the most competitive fifty
enterprises from the Estonian Companies’ Competitiveness
Ranking 2012. A total of 309 companies were compared
against each other in the category “The Most Competitive
Small and Medium-Sized Enterprise” and “The Most Di-
versely Competitive Company” whose competitiveness was
simultaneously based on its size, dynamism (speed of de-
velopment) as well as efficiency (Estonian best enterprises,
2012). The objective of the homepage analysis was to eval-
uate how important OH&S was for those companies and
how essential its promotion/ advocacy was for its competi-
tiveness in Estonia. Survey results showed that topics re-
lated to OH&S were mentioned only in three company
homepages of the investigated twenty five companies. For
instance, one statement was: “We recognise the importance
of improvement of working environment and occupational
safety”. It was impossible to make any conclusions about
the attention devoted to safety inside the investigated com-
panies, nor the presence or absence of safety culture nor
poor safety. However, it was possible to surmise that
OH&S is not a company core issue and the safety is not
considered as a vital factor for promotion/ advocacy in the
company homepages as a part of the company identity.

National media analysis. The results showed that topics re-
lated to occupational accidents and incidents, safe working
environment, good industrial relationship and conflict man-
agement, worker health, SC and leadership were mentioned
only in 3 to 21 articles published between 2009 and January
2013. Altogether in 2009–2013, 261 articles about the topic
“occupational health” were published (215 articles in jour-
nals, 42 in newspapers, and 4 in collections) and 160 on
“occupational safety” (112 articles in journals, 46 in news-
papers, and 2 in collections) as well as 75 about “occupa-
tional accidents” (42 in journals and 33 in newspapers). No
publication was found in 2009–2013 about “safety culture”,
“occupational health services”, “personal protective equip-
ment”, “occupational hazards”. The number of mentions of
such topics in media was small. For example, search for ar-
ticles on the topic “strategic management” yielded more
than 1100 articles, but they did not include OH&S issues,
and only 22 included issues of knowledge management.

275Proc. Latvian Acad. Sci., Section B, Vol. 70 (2016), No. 5.



OH&S management as a part of management was also a ne-
glected topic in the media. It is interesting that “safe behav-
iour” was a topic mentioned in 34 publications, but “ethical
behaviour” which also should mean and include fulfilment
and implementing of safety requirements and rules, was not
mentioned in any publication. We found 1671 publications
that mentioned “working environment”, but only three of
them contained the term “safe working environment” and
20 of them were related to “risk assessment”. This result is
in line with employer and employee opinion in interviews
that the subject of safety and safe working environment
does not attract media interest in Estonia. Mass media could
play an essential role when planning health and safety infor-
mation dissemination for the general public and for raising
employee and employer awareness. National media can of-
fer added-value presenting, discussing and analysing vari-
ous opinions of practitioners, experts, trade unions and em-
ployer federations, highlighting causes and consequences of
occupational accidents and incidents. Essential contribu-
tions could be made by national journals, websites that con-
tain publications and also contain access to scientific publi-
cations on safety culture, SC and OH&S issues.

DISCUSSION

The results of the current study contribute important empiri-
cal evidence on how small and medium-sized business
worksites address OH&S. Results from the questionnaire
survey revealed that employees evaluated positively all as-
pects of work, such as: general management practice, job
satisfaction and work organisation. However, employee in-
volvement in different activities in an organisation was lim-
ited and weak. While, SC requires collective activities, net-
works, cooperation, active employee involvement and
commitment, the results from the current survey showed a
lack of SC in SMEs in Estonia. Analysis of safety culture
questionnaires showed many SMEs with an outstanding
safety culture and positive safety attitudes. Safety training,
safety work procedures, relevant information provision,
communication and supervision, which are all important as-
pects of the organisational life, were viewed from the
OH&S perspective and were positive, which Meliá et al.
(2012) called “prescriptive safety culture”. In order to ex-
plore and verify the “real” situation in SMEs, direct case
studies and interviews were conducted. Qualitative ap-
proaches to safety assessment, provided by safety inter-
views, observation and documentation analysis indicated
some important safety flaws. The authors would like to
emphasise that the results from the quantitative and qualita-
tive research cannot be generalised to other SMEs and play
an illustrative role. The study revealed essential aspects that
should be considered in the process of evaluation of safety
culture, like organisational, human and social perspectives
in safety. It is clear that a quantitative approach using a reli-
able and valid tested questionnaire can provide an overview
of the safety climate (employee perception and attitudes)
and an overall safety organisational picture. However,
safety documentation and questionnaires tend to reflect only

“formal” procedures in the organisation. This is not enough
to understand the “real” state of the safety, procedures, the
shared and active values and beliefs that guide behaviour
patterns and OH&S activities in the organisation. Therefore,
integrated approaches should be used, which allow employ-
ees and employers to declare and reflect some important
safety flaws.

In order to avoid an “illusion of safety”, it is vital to focus
less on paperwork (formal safety rules) and more on imple-
menting organisational structures that allow for managers
and employees to interact and cooperate, to learn from
safety practice and experience. The authors take the com-
munity of practice (CoP) as a source of safety culture and as
the privileged focus of learning and transmitting practical
safety knowledge. To do so, managers must spend time in
CoP and build trust among the members, which is vital for
the opportunity to convert tacit knowledge into explicit
shared knowledge. Therefore, CoP can provide a possibility
for learning, sharing values among members of the CoP,
through which organisation can grow and develop new in-
tellectual capital.
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FORMÂLA DROÐÎBA UN REÂLA DROÐÎBA: DROÐÎBAS KULTÛRAS KVANTITATÎVA UN KVALITATÎVA NOVÇRTÇÐANA.
IGAUNIJAS PIEREDZE

Darbâ apskatîtas atðíirîbas starp formâlu droðîbu un reâlu droðîbu Igaunijas mazos un vidçjos uzòçmumos. Iegûtie dati atklâj galvenâs
problçmas droðîbas kultûras novçrtçðanâ. Droðîbas kultûras anketu statistiskâ analîze râda daudzas organizâcijas ar izcilu droðîbas kultûru
un pozitîvu attieksmi. Tomçr kvalitatîvie dati uzrâda daþus svarîgus trûkumus un aspektus, kas bûtu jâiekïauj novçrtçðanas procesâ un
droðîbas kultûras organizâcijâ. Darbinieku iesaistîðanâs (uzskati par droðîbas kultûru un attieksme pret to), daþâdu aktivitâðu organizçðana
bija ierobeþota un vâja. Pçtîjums atklâj bûtiskus aspektus, kas bûtu jâòem vçrâ droðîbas kultûras un procesu novçrtçðanâ, t.sk. gan
organizatorisku, gan cilvçkresursu, gan sociâlo droðîbu.
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