
Safer jobsites, stronger risk profile
A practical safety playbook for small construction owners



91%
of construction payroll firms 

have fewer than 20 
employees

~50%
of all construction fatalities 
occur at these small firms

370
workers died from falls alone 

in 2024 (of 1,032 total 
construction deaths)

3×
the days-away injury rate at 
11–49 employee firms vs. 

large firms

Every one of these events is a claim, a higher experience mod, and a harder renewal.

Small firms carry an outsized share of the risk — and 
the cost
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
• Small firms are 91% of the industry but absorb about half of the fatalities; injury rates run roughly 3x those of large firms.
• Not because owners don't care — research is clear they do. Small firms lack the structural buffers big firms have.
• Insurance view: each incident shows in loss runs, pushes the workers' comp experience mod up, and makes the next renewal more expensive and harder to place.
• Safety is not a cost center — it's the single biggest lever an owner controls over insurance cost.



1 Explain how safe work practices directly improve your insurance risk profile

2 Apply the Coordinate–Communicate–Insulate framework on every job

3 Identify the people, equipment, and outside resources you need

4 Estimate the cost to put these practices in place

5 Build the documentation insurers and OSHA expect to see

What you'll walk away able to do
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
• Five objectives. By the end you can connect safety to your premium, run a three-part framework without hiring a safety department, know what resources and roughly what budget it takes, and know exactly what to document.
• Keep these in mind — we close by checking back against them.



WHAT OWNERS INTEND

Clear rules, PPE worn, safe setup in place, everyone 
looking out for one another.

GAP
WHAT HAPPENS ON SITE

PPE comes back off, briefings are forgotten, safe setup is 
cut when the clock runs.

1 No one owns safety on each job  — “Everyone is responsible” means no one is — safety needs a named owner per project.

2 Communication stops after the morning meeting  — PPE goes on when asked, then comes right back off once the meeting ends.

3 Schedule pressure wins  — When work gets tight, safety setup is the first thing cut.

Good intentions don't automatically reach the field
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
• Field study paired owner interviews with surprise site visits. In 7 of 8 matched cases, what the owner described did not match what was happening on site.
• Three predictable breakdowns: safety diffuses when it's everyone's job; safety talk is front-loaded to the morning then forgotten; when the schedule tightens, safety setup is cut first.
• These are structural, not character flaws. The rest of the deck designs around them.



Safe work practices Fewer / less-severe 
claims

Better loss runs & lower 
experience mod

Lower premiums, credits, 
easier renewals More bids won

Workers' Compensation: an experience mod below 1.0 directly discounts every premium dollar.

General Liability: fewer incidents mean better pricing and fewer reserves.

Credit & dividend programs: a clean loss history plus a written safety program open the door.

OSHA exposure: documented safety helps you avoid fines that carriers and GCs both scrutinize.

Business development: general contractors check your EMR before awarding work — safety wins bids.

Safe work practices are the lever that moves your 
insurance costs
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
• Your experience modification factor is a multiplier on WC premium built from your recent claims. Drive claims down and it drops below 1.0, discounting every future premium dollar.
• Fewer, less-severe incidents improve the loss runs an underwriter reads at renewal. A written program and clean history can qualify you for credit and dividend programs.
• GCs increasingly won't let you bid if your EMR is too high — safety is also business development. Frame every practice that follows in these terms.



COORDINATE

Own it

Organize who is responsible for 
safety, on every job.

COMMUNICATE

Make it stick

Keep safety active all day — not 
just at the morning meeting.

INSULATE

Protect it

Shield safety decisions from 
schedule and cost pressure.

Not a program to hang on the wall — a set of daily operating habits.

Three disciplines put owner values into daily practice
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
• The study distilled everything into three clusters that map to a small owner's actual points of control.
• Coordinate = ownership and structure. Communicate = keeping safety live all day. Insulate = protecting safety when the schedule squeezes.
• These are habits, not a binder. Large-firm programs copied at small scale create 'compliance theater.' We take each in turn.



✓ Name one person responsible for safety on each active project — not just the firm Owner · start of each job

✓ Ask subcontractors about their safety record before hiring; weight it like cost and schedule Owner · selection

✓ Put PPE rules and stop-work rights into every subcontractor contract, at the estimating stage Owner · bidding

✓ Add a safety status update to your weekly owner–PM check-in Owner / PM · weekly

INSURANCE PAYOFF   Named accountability + subcontractor screening = fewer claims charged to your policy and cleaner loss runs.

COORDINATE — put one name on safety for every job
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
• Coordinate solves the 'everyone/no one' problem. On each active job one person is accountable — not generally responsible, accountable.
• Treat a sub's safety record as a selection criterion; a bad sub's incident can still land on your loss history and reputation.
• Build PPE and stop-work language into the contract before the job, then revisit it at the preconstruction meeting so it isn't just boilerplate.
• Put safety on the same weekly check-in as schedule and budget — visibility drops as job count rises.



Morning

Open with one specific 
hazard tied to that day's work

On arrival

Brief every new 
subcontractor crew in person

Each task

Stage PPE at the work 
location — accessible, not 

just available

Weekly

One unannounced site visit 
per project

Every visit

Wear your own PPE — 
workers follow what you do

INSURANCE PAYOFF   Consistent field compliance is what actually lowers injury frequency — the number that drives your mod.

COMMUNICATE — make safety visible and keep it live 
all day
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
• The study's most consistent finding: safety talk is front-loaded and then forgotten. Fix it by making communication continuous.
• Name one specific hazard each morning — firms called this their single most effective habit. Brief new sub crews face-to-face.
• Stage PPE within arm's reach; the top compliance failure was PPE present but not accessible.
• Unannounced weekly visits reveal the truth; announced visits produce theater. Model it — walk the site in your own hard hat and vest.



Schedule &
cost pressure

Build safety setup time into your estimates — if it's not in the schedule, it won't happen

Tell your crew directly: speed is not the goal

Make stop-work an expectation for everyone — not a permission slip for a few

Never trade safety corners for schedule recovery — fix the schedule directly

INSURANCE PAYOFF   The catastrophic claims come from shortcuts under pressure — insulation prevents the severity that spikes premiums.

INSULATE — protect safety when the schedule 
squeezes
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
• Schedule pressure is built into the business model, so willpower won't beat it — structure will.
• Put pre-task safety time in the estimate so it's funded, not borrowed. Say out loud that being ahead of schedule isn't the expectation.
• Move from stop-work authority (exists on paper everywhere) to stop-work expectation — a worker is genuinely expected to stop unsafe work without penalty.
• When you fall behind, fix the schedule, don't raid the safety standard. The worst, most expensive claims trace back to a shortcut under pressure.



On a small job, safety travels only as far as the owner 
carries it

A name on a form changes nothing; presence on site changes everything.

Model stop-work expectation explicitly and repeatedly — never punish the person who stops work.

Narrate your own risk thinking out loud so crews build judgment they reuse.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
• In small firms, safety culture is principally a function of the owner's personal commitment — necessary, but not sufficient alone.
• The difference between a named contact and a real one is physical presence.
• Reinforce stop-work by thanking, not penalizing, the person who calls it.
• Teach in the moment — explain WHY you handle a material a certain way and crews get a mental model they reuse. Your behavior is the standard workers calibrate to.



7 of 9 firms named subcontractor management as their top unresolved safety challenge.

CONTRACT LANGUAGE ALONE  —  FAILS

Transfers liability on paper, but not accountability in practice.

CONTRACT + IN-PERSON + PRESENCE + CONSEQUENCE  —  WORKS

Written requirements, an in-person briefing, unannounced 
presence, and a real consequence — together, not 
separately.

Make safety track record a selection criterion, and always collect current certificates of insurance.

INSURANCE PAYOFF   A sub's uncontrolled incident can still hit your loss runs, your defense costs, and your renewal.

Subcontractors are your weakest link — and your 
biggest liability gap
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
• This is where the gap between stated and actual practice is widest. Every firm that leaned on contract language alone found it insufficient.
• The combination that works can't be separated: put it in writing, brief them in person on arrival, show up unannounced, and attach a tangible consequence.
• Screen subs on safety history the way you screen on price. Always collect current COIs — an uninsured sub's claim can flow back to your policy.
• From a risk-transfer standpoint, this slide is where the dollars are.



People

A named safety 
contact per project — 
usually you, a lead, 

or a PM

Equipment

PPE, fall protection, 
secured 

ladders/scaffolding, 
staged at the work 

location

Tools

A one-page hazard 
checklist, toolbox-talk 
topics, a site-visit log, 

sign-in sheets

Training

OSHA 10/30, task-
specific, and first 

aid/CPR for at least 
one person per crew

Outside help

Your insurance 
company loss-control 

consultant, OSHA 
free on-site 

consultation, trade 
associations

You don't need a safety department — you need five 
building blocks
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
• Everything is scaled for a small firm. People: assign accountability, not headcount.
• Equipment: biggest wins are eliminating the single unsecured ladder and staging PPE where the work is.
• Tools: short, trade-specific checklists beat thick manuals. Training: OSHA 10 for crew, 30 for leads, plus first aid/CPR.
• Use free help — Insurance Company loss control, OSHA's no-fault on-site consultation, and your trade association. You are not doing this alone.



Estimated industry ranges — illustrative for planning.

Item Estimated cost Notes

PPE per worker (hard hat, hi-vis, eye/hand protection) $150–$300 / worker/yr Consumable — budget annually

Fall protection kit (harness, lanyard, anchor) $200–$500 / kit One-time, reusable

Secured ladders / basic scaffolding $150–$1,500 / project Rent or buy per job

Named safety contact Mostly time, not cash Built into existing roles

Toolbox-talk & checklist materials $0–$500 / yr Many free from OSHA/associations

Training: OSHA 10 / OSHA 30 (online) $60–$90 / $150–$190 per person One-time per worker

First aid / CPR certification $50–$100 / person Renews ~every 2 yrs

Recordkeeping (paper or simple app) $0–$100 / month Free templates work to start

Third-party safety audit / consultant $500–$3,000 Optional; insurance company loss control may be no-cost

Typical first-year startup ≈ $2,000–$6,000, largely one-time — routinely offset by a single avoided claim or a lower experience mod.

The whole program is a few thousand dollars — most of 
it one-time
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
• Walk the table but land the bottom line: a few thousand dollars, front-loaded, and most items are one-time or already inside roles you pay for.
• Contrast with one lost-time claim — easily tens of thousands in direct and indirect costs — plus the multi-year premium impact of a higher experience mod.
• These are illustrative planning ranges, not a quote. Insurance Company loss-control support and OSHA consultation can bring the outside-help line toward zero.



PROGRAM RECORDS

✓ Written safety program / plan  (underwriter)

Subcontractor safety requirements + certificates of insurance  
(OSHA + underwriter)

✓ Training certificates (OSHA 10/30, first aid/CPR)  (OSHA + underwriter)

DAILY / FIELD RECORDS

Named safety contact assignment per project  (underwriter)

✓ Toolbox-talk / daily hazard briefing logs with sign-in  (OSHA)

✓ Unannounced site-visit and inspection logs  (OSHA + underwriter)

PPE issuance records  (OSHA)

Incident and near-miss reports  (underwriter)

✓ Stop-work reports and owner–PM safety check-in notes  (underwriter)

If it isn't written down, it didn't happen — to OSHA or 
your underwriter
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✓

✓

✓

✓

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
• Documentation does double duty. OSHA wants to see it in an inspection; your underwriter wants to see it at renewal — a written program plus clean records unlocks credit programs and better pricing.
• Keep it simple: sign-in sheets, a one-page inspection log, an incident form.
• Near-miss reporting is especially valuable — it lets you fix hazards before they become claims.
• Retain records consistently; consistency turns good habits into a documented safety culture.



Action When Who

Build safety setup time into estimates At bidding stage Owner / Estimator

Name a safety contact for each active project Start of every job Owner

Open every site meeting with one specific hazard Daily Owner / PM / Lead

Brief subcontractor crews in person on arrival Every new crew Owner / Superintendent

Stage PPE at the work location before work starts Start of each task Crew Lead

Do one unannounced site visit per project per week Weekly Owner / Safety Manager

Add safety status to owner–PM check-ins Weekly Owner / PM

Start with these seven moves — none take more than 
five minutes
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
• This is the 'do it Monday' slide. Every item is short, cheap, and high-leverage.
• Owners who adopt even the top three — named contact, one daily hazard, PPE staged at the work location — see the fastest change in field behavior.
• Hand this out as a one-pager.



30
First 30 days

• Name safety contacts
• Stage PPE at work locations
• Start daily one-hazard briefings
• Create sign-in sheets

60
By 60 days

• Add stop-work expectation & 
unannounced weekly visits

• Put safety in subcontractor contracts
• Begin the toolbox-talk log

90
By 90 days

• Written safety program in place
• Training scheduled
• Near-miss reporting live
• Safety on every owner–PM check-in

30 / 60 / 90-day roadmap

A 90-day path from good intentions to a documented 
safety culture
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
• Sequence it so it's not overwhelming. Month one is free or near-free behavior change.
• Month two adds structure and subcontractor controls.
• Month three formalizes the written program and training that your underwriter and GCs want to see.
• At 90 days you have both safer jobs and a documented program you can show at renewal.



Fewer, less-severe claims

Experience mod trends below 1.0

Documented program

Qualifies for credits, dividends, and 
better renewal terms

Strong safety record

Win more bids and keep your best 
subs

The goal isn't compliance.  It's that every worker goes home — and that shows up in your 
numbers.

Safer work today is a lower premium and an easier 
renewal tomorrow
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
• Tie it back to the opening. The same disciplines that send workers home safe drive your experience mod down, qualify you for premium credits, and let you compete for better work.
• Safety and profitability point the same direction. This is the argument to remember.



NEXT STEP   Pick your top three actions from the 5-minute list and assign an owner today.

Insurance Loss Control

Partner with your consultant for a no-cost site review. It's a 
resource you already have — confidential support to help you 
build the program shown today.

Free resources

• OSHA On-Site Consultation Program — confidential and 
penalty-free

• Your trade association (BIA / ABC / HBA)

• Your insurance company loss-control tools and templates

Source: “Best Safety Practices Based on the Nature and Stresses of Small Construction Businesses,” Job-Site Safety Institute (JSI) / University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa and Oregon State University , 
June 2026.

Your next step and where to get help

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
• Leave them with one concrete commitment: choose three actions and assign owners before they leave.
• Loss control is a resource they already have; OSHA consultation is confidential and penalty-free.
• Credit the JSI research the material is based on. Thank them and open for questions.

https://www.jssafety.org/downloads/JSI-Best-Safety-Practices-Based-on-the-Nature-and-Stresses-of-Small-Construction-Businesses.pdf
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