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Abstract

The focus of this thesis is on the division of legal responsibilities for
occupational safety management on multi-employer worksites in the mining
industry. The empirical basis is a study conducted between 2013 and 2016
consisting of interviews and observations focusing on primarily managers,
supervisors, coordinators and safety specialists from a Swedish mining company
and a number of its contractors. Besides this, interviews were also conducted
with an inspector from the Swedish Work Environment Authority (SWEA) and
workshops were arranged involving industry representatives. Additionally, a
document analysis was performed focusing on work organization, safety and
regulatory matters. The theoretical framework focuses mainly and broadly on
the consequences of inter-organizational complexity and power relations
between organizations and between social actors.

The results show that three key aspects characterize the division of legal
responsibilities for safety management: 1) the main responsibility for managing
safety is employer-specific and cannot be shared (e.g. between two separate
companies) and entails specific formal tasks that must be performed, 2)
everyone involved on multi-employer worksites has an extended duty to
communicate and cooperate across companies in safety-related matters, and 3)
the responsibility for coordinating work and broader safety measures is
connected to one specific employer, usually the main client company itself by
virtue of the work being conducted within its facilities. Although seemingly
straight-forward in the legal demands being placed on specific actors, the matter
of the division of responsibilities and what they should entail in practice had
been a specific focus area for the mining company, as well as for the mining
industry trade association and SWEA from an even broader perspective. The
mining company had also taken a number of initiatives with the ambition to
clarify these issues on their own multi-employer worksites in accordance with
the legal requirements. As for the relations between the mining company and the
contractors, these were characterized by an asymmetry of power with a
difference between being affiliated to the company or a contractor in terms of
the status and rights each affiliation entailed. This ultimately had an impact on
contractor managers’ and supervisors’ ability or willingness to communicate
with the client on safety-related issues.







































































































































In line with the exploratory nature of the study, open-ended questions were
asked to the informants (mining company and contractors alike) with a basis in
two main themes: 1) work organization, including inter-organizational and inter-
personal interactions, and 2) occupational health and safety management, with
an emphasis on the safety-related aspects. The overall focus was thus to broadly
explore organizational and inter-personal issues on the one hand and more
safety-specific matters on the other. As mentioned in chapter two, there was a
wide variety of operations in which contractors typically were hired to perform
services such as transport, maintenance, construction work, and regular
production-related tasks. Depending on what kind of specific task the contractor
in question had been hired to perform, there were consequently specific
conditions that applied. Still, same as with the mining company employees,
focus during the contractor interviews was on more general safety and formal
safety management-related issues these individuals had encountered, rather than
context or work task-specific ones. Given the exploratory nature of the overall
study, I also decided to adopt an unstructured approach (Sanders, 2010) and
allow the interviews to “go” wherever they needed to go, i.e. that I as the
interviewer didn’t control which specific topics that were addressed so long as
they revolved around the two broader themes. In connection to this, a sub-study
was also conducted focusing on the inspections that SWEA had performed in the
mining industry in relation to safety in general and safety-related coordination in
particular on multi-employer worksites. Besides collecting inspection messages
archived at SWEA, an initial interview was held with an inspector in late 2013
which was followed up by an in-depth interview with the same individual in
mid-2014 — both conducted at the inspector’s office at SWEA. The second
interview, in particular, revolved around coordination practices within the
mining industry, something that I, at that point, had begun to get a firmer grasp
on in terms of the legal requirements on multi-employer worksites. This latter
interview was also recorded and transcribed.

Another important part of this one-and-a-half-year period was the participant
observations conducted at the industrial complex and in the community
surrounding it. Although the interviews provided necessary insider accounts
from key informants, the observations allowed for the possibility to observe
actual practices and carry out more informal conversations that could provide
additional perspectives on the phenomenon under study (Bowen, 2009; Gillham,
2008). More specifically, these observations initially consisted of a day long
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visit down in the underground mine in late 2013 followed by another day visit in
late 2014 which also included a tour of an ore processing facility above ground.
On both occasions, [ was accompanied by a specialist working for the mining
company occupational health services. Although I had gained the necessary
clearances to enter the mining facilities freely, the complexity of navigating
down in the mine for an inexperienced person meant that I was recommended by
the specialists to not try to do this by myself. Having a guide thus made it
significantly easier to get to the production environments; however, it also
meant that [ was accompanied by a mining company employee part of the time.
In other words, even though I formally had the necessary clearances my
movements were naturally constrained by practical issues which, thus, also
restricted the extent and nature of the observation sessions themselves. This part
of the overall study was consequently relatively small-scale in terms of planned
observation sessions at the worksites. On the other hand, several more
unrestricted conversations were had with mining company employees over the
course of one and a half years during lunches and coffee breaks above ground at,
for example, the offices of the occupational health services — conversations that
to a large extent (i.e. not in every single instance) were collected in field notes
and recordings.

As for the contractors, an equally important part of the observation study
targeted the contractors and their own company workspaces and facilities. In
connection to some of the interviews, I carried out informal conversations
similar to those with the mining company personnel. Being an obvious outsider
(and a PhD student from the university) this was not successful in all cases, i.e. |
did not always gain access to these specific contexts. However, some longer
conversations were had regarding general safety and safety management issues.
Another purpose of these observations was to explore where contractor firms
were located in relation to the specific mining operation, i.e. to get a deeper
sense of the situatedness of these external parties as seen from the point of view
of the industrial complex.

Participant observations at mining company meetings

Focusing on the higher management levels, I furthermore conducted participant
observations at a number of formal meetings where representatives from the
mining company discussed matters related to safety on multi-employer
worksites in the company as a whole. The participatory nature of these
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observations mainly entailed actively contributing to the discussions in the role
of a researcher conducting a study on safety within the company. Compared to
the observations at the workplace level, the focus here was rather on the broader
policy development and related practices at higher management levels. As
mentioned previously, the main contact person for the research project was the
one that invited me to participate in these meetings, i.e. without the explicit
support of this individual it would likely have been difficult to gain access to
these specific levels of the organization. In total, I participated in three formal
meetings with a specific group responsible for developing and overseeing
policies, rules and procedures related to safety on multi-employer worksites that
later would be decided on by groupings at the top management levels of the
organization. The meetings were held in November of 2013, November of 2014
and June of 2015 and I participated (like many of the other attendees) through an
Internet group video chat. The long periods between the meetings were
connected to the group only gathering on certain occasions, i.e. when there were
specific policy issues or procedures that needed to be handled. In connection to
this, I gained access to the meeting protocols from 2012 and onwards which
allowed for comparisons with the notes and recordings I had taken. This
facilitated a more comprehensive analysis of the overall organization and
processes of these meetings, as well as key issues highlighted and decisions
taken with regards to contractors and multi-employer worksites.

Workshops with industry representatives

On a wider industry level, I also arranged workshops at a national safety
conference in 2014 and at the main trade association for mining companies in
Sweden in 2015. The first two workshops, conducted in March of 2014,
involved participants from the mining company as well as other companies from
the heavy industry sector as a whole. I had been invited to the conference by the
organizers to hold a keynote address and was simultaneously provided an
opportunity to conduct workshops revolving broadly around issues related to
contractors’ work environment and safety in the heavy industry sector, as well
as interactions between client companies and contractors in more general terms.
Sitting in on the workshops themselves, it allowed me to observe the discussions
and take field notes that later on were typed up.

The third workshop, conducted in September of 2015, was arranged with a sub-
committee within the mining trade association and focused on the work they had
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conducted in developing industry-wide recommendations for the practice of
hiring and working with contractors, with an emphasis on considerations that
should be made regarding contracts, formal safety management and the division
of roles and responsibilities between the companies involved. This workshop
mainly revolved around open conversations about the work the sub-committee
had conducted and what previous research had shown regarding safety on multi-
employer worksites — the latter of which I provided through giving a short
lecture. The workshop was carried out over the course of six and a half hours
and I kept field notes that, subsequently, were typed up.

Data analysis

The analyses of the collected data, which are further specified in the appended
papers, all share a common feature in the sense of being inductive and grounded
in the data itself, something that can be compared to more deductive and theory-
driven approaches (Braun & Clarke, 2006). An inductive, exploratory starting
point is especially suitable in those cases when there is a lack of previous studies
on the phenomenon in question (Elo & Kyngés, 2008). Yet, an analysis of
qualitative data is rarely (if ever) strictly inductive given that it is not possible to
conduct an analysis fully free from preconceived notions or certain analytical
considerations, however implicit these may be (Flick, 2014). Still, the ambition
was to retain an exploratory approach to each analysis focusing on the explicit
meanings of the material and being inductive in the sense of the codes and
subsequent categories and themes being developed from the data itself, rather
than decided in advance through the use of a pre-planned coding template based
on, for example, established themes or theories from previous research (Braun &
Clarke, 2006). This analytic process, furthermore, involved in each case a
progression from descriptions of patterns in explicit content to an analysis of the
significance of the patterns and their wider meanings and implications, in
relation to which different theories and previous research were addressed and
discussed.

Reflections on the methods and materials used

When beginning the study in late 2013, the overall research design focused on
collecting and analyzing primarily in-depth qualitative data while retaining an
exploratory approach. The “in-depth” part revolved around methodological
triangulation, i.e. combining various methods to seek what Bowen (2009) calls

convergence and corroboration in relation to the phenomenon under study. By
41



combining different methods and data sources, it was assumed, a more nuanced
analysis could then be made of safety in general, and formal safety management
in particular, within the study context. The design thus carries similarities to
what broadly is labeled case study research methodology (see, e.g., Jensen &
Sandstrom, 2016): by exploring a particular phenomenon in a real-life context,
where I would have limited control over the events taking place, it was seen as
appropriate to apply a mixed-methodology with a basis in research questions
focusing on “how” and “why” — ultimately making analytic generalization (e.g.
to similar results from other studies) or transferability a possibility rather than
statistical representativeness.

However, this kind of exploratory approach also meant that the actual data
collection that would be carried out took on a particular “fluid” character. In
other words, although there was an overall strategy in place in terms of, for
example, which functions and roles that would be relevant to explore in relation
to the research topics (i.e. purposive sampling), the specific situations and
organizational and institutional levels that eventually would be in focus
developed over the course of the study. An example of this is the inclusion of
the workshop at the trade association at the broader industry level: this was not
planned in advance but rather emerged as a possibility while conducting the
field work. Given this, it was possible to focus on a number of different subject
areas revolving around safety management during the writing of this thesis and
the appended papers. What I eventually decided to hone in on specifically, and
what would come to be explored in particular in the papers themselves, was one
of the “red threads” running throughout the entire study, i.e. the matter of legal
responsibilities for safety management and how these were divided specifically.
This was always meant to be addressed in some form, but the fact that it
ultimately became the main purpose of the thesis was something that was
decided while the study was well on its way. I would say that the main reason
for this specific demarcation was that it gradually became apparent that
responsibility-taking in the legal sense was one of the more deep-seated
challenges on the multi-employer worksites, with a basis in a number of
specific, but interrelated, organizational, regulatory and inter-personal
conditions.

As for the matter of collecting “insider accounts” during interviews, this carries
the implication that the individuals were chosen because they were seen as being
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in a position to address relevant issues from particularly well-informed
perspectives. In this sense, a realist approach is adopted in the thesis in that it is
assumed that interviews can be used as a means to gain more or less direct
access to information regarding external events and organizational processes.
This epistemological stance, however, requires that the researcher carefully and
constantly reflects upon the actual validity of the “factual” accounts being given
in light of it simultaneously being a matter of subjective experiences from
individual persons addressing it from certain point of views and from within
certain discourses (Smith & Elger, 2012). Moreover, by choosing to focus on
certain key informants this, in turn, meant that other insights and perspectives
became downplayed, such as those with a starting point among the workers
themselves — including how the various unions and their safety representatives
viewed and handled formal issues related to safety. Although conversations
were had with workers as well, and several of the informants from the
interviews performed regular work tasks besides their managerial or supervisory
duties, the data collected through interviews and observations addressing these
particular perspectives were excluded from the analysis. A lack of focus on
workers and unions is thus a clear limitation of the present study. As underlined
by Smith and Elger (2012), it is not necessarily the case that managers are the
most knowledgeable about certain practices and policies just because they
happen to be in a formal position of authority within a given organization. Still,
the main reason for excluding perspectives from the workforce itself in the
thesis remains valid in the sense of the focus ultimately being on the employer
and, by extension, manager and supervisor levels. Attempts were rather made to
provide more nuanced accounts focusing on these specific levels, primarily by
including functions and occupations (e.g. safety specialists) that were involved
in the practice of formal safety management at the mining complex in a
supporting role — individuals that then could provide additional perspectives to
the ones given by informants in a manager or supervisor position. Overall, I also
eventually made a decision not to check back with the informants regarding their
statements in the interviews, something that mainly can be connected to
difficulties in getting in touch with the individuals on the one hand (from the 12
separate companies) and time and logistical constraints on the other given the
research project’s schedule.
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Ethical considerations

Something that became clear early on was the importance of being aware of my
own position as an actor on the field affecting, and being affected by, the
situations and individuals I encountered. Flick (2014) underlines that the role or
position that the researcher assumes or is given in field work should be viewed
as a “process of negation between researchers and participants” (p. 158), with
“participants” encompassing both the specific individuals being interviewed or
observed and the specific organizational functions that could allow or restrict
access to the field — in my case, the various organizations and mining-related
operations. The fact that the pre-study to the research project had established
contact with the mining company did not mean that the matter of gaining access
to the organization was at all certain. Rather, significant time was spent
discussing the project with the main contact person and establishing contact with
other individuals and groupings. The process of positioning and being
positioned was thus ongoing throughout the entirety of the study. However, this
did not merely revolve around building relations with one organization and its
members but rather several, i.e. a client company and a number of its contractors
— as well as with the inspector from SWEA and representatives from the trade
association. Furthermore, given that the mining company and the contractors
had business arrangements this complicated matters given that I would have to
approach individuals (e.g. managers from smaller contractor firms) that may be
in a dependent position vis-a-vis the mining company financially. This notion of
possible power asymmetries based in economic relations, and how I would
navigate through these during the course of the study, thus became evident as
well — including how I would be viewed by the participants from the different
organizations as a consequence of this. An example is the risk of it being
perceived that I was part of a project the mining company was running, given
that the focus was on the work being conducted within the company’s operations
specifically. From the point of view of contractors and their workforces, a PhD
student conducting a research project would not necessarily be anything
different from a consultant or the mining company occupational health services
conducting a safety project or investigation. The concrete risk here was, for
example, that the contractor informants would feel forced or coerced into
participating, something that needed to be proactively counteracted. The same
was also true of the informants from the mining company itself: it was pertinent
to clearly communicate that the project was something wholly independent and
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run by the university and not part of any internal safety program by the mining
company itself.

In order to achieve this end, focus was early on put on how the study would
address certain ethical principles for research and ensure that these were upheld,
as further stipulated and detailed by The Swedish Research Council (n.d.),
involving matters related to information, consent and confidentiality. Particular
effort was made to inform all of the participants of the underlying purpose of the
study, including providing a written summary of the project, what their role as
key informants entailed, and information on how I could be contacted in the
event of further inquiries. I also participated as a keynote speaker at three
national safety conferences aimed at practitioners in 2014, 2015 and 2016,
respectively, targeting both contractors and client companies, as a means of
continuously disseminating project results to the industry as a whole. Although
this was not directed towards the participants of the study specifically, this wider
approach to informing about the research being conducted provided
opportunities to create an interest in the project and get extended feedback from
multiple sources. As for the interviews and the workshops themselves, consent
was furthermore actively sought with added emphasis placed on the fact that
participation was fully voluntary. And indeed, a number of individuals did
decline the offer to participate while being fully assured that this was perfectly
acceptable without further questions being asked as to why. As mentioned
previously, one way to encourage informants to participate was to offer the
opportunity to conduct the interviews without a recording aid, i.e. the wishes of
the informants themselves as to how the interviews would be carried out were
taken into account in each instance. Overall, the individuals that did decide to
participate were generally curious to know more about the project, especially the
safety specialists, i.e. those that were in charge of developing new working
methods and policies regarding proactive safety measures for each respective
firm.

When it comes to the matter of confidentiality, this was something that needed
to be considered carefully given the nature of the data collection focusing to a
large extent on a specific demarcated geographical area, i.e. the industrial
complex and surrounding town, where there was a possibility that some of the
informants knew each other. It was consequently important that the interview
sessions were conducted as discreetly as possible regardless of whom I talked to,
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for example by encouraging the informants to choose the locations for the
interviews. Initially T had some concerns that I would get questions regarding
other potential individuals being interviewed — something that, however, never
really was an issue in practice. For example, after having explained the purpose
of the study and the importance of confidentiality for all parties involved, I was
rarely if ever asked questions about other participants, their formal company
affiliation or what they had said in their interviews. In general, care was taken
during the collection of the data, especially the interviews where personal
integrity may particularly be at risk, to ensure that it was done with due
consideration. Moreover, given that the vast majority of the informants were in a
position of authority themselves within each of their respective organizations, it
was seemingly never a matter of an informant passing on the interview request
to someone higher up in the management hierarchy for approval — or, if this
indeed was the case, it was never communicated to me. This meant that the
degree of “intra-organizational” confidentiality was likely high in the sense that
the informants seemingly acted autonomously and at their own discretion. The
subsequent processing of the data itself, such as the transcriptions of the
interviews, was equally done in a manner that made it impossible to identify
specific individuals. Throughout the writing of the articles appended to the
thesis (summaries of which follow next), I continuously made sure to not
divulge any details that may lead to the individuals participating in the study
being identified.
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Summary of the appended papers

Paper 1: Safety and multi-employer worksites in high-risk
industries: An overview

Nygren, M., Jakobsson, M., Andersson, E., Johansson, B.

The purpose of the first paper was to carry out a survey and analysis of research
articles focusing on safety on multi-employer worksites in high-risk industries.
The aim was to summarize and describe the state of the art of the research in this
field and draw conclusions from the accumulated results. I wrote the text and
conducted the main part of the literature search as well as the analysis of the
articles selected. Mats Jakobsson contributed to the analysis and Eira Andersson
and Bo Johansson contributed to the reading and determination of the relevant
literature. Besides explicating previous research relevant for the thesis, the paper
also served as an exploration of the specific terminology (e.g. “multi-employer
worksites™) that was applied during the conduction of the study on which this
thesis is based.

In total, 43 articles were included in the review under four main themes that
emerged from the reading of the texts: 1) accidents and injuries, 2) structure and
dynamics of multi-employer worksites, 3) safety management, and 4) safety
culture and safety climate. In a second step, the focus turned to the key terms
and concepts that had been addressed in the various studies. These terms and
concepts are thus prevalent in much of the research that has been conducted,
ultimately showing that some common denominators can be discerned and
tentatively  grouped as: 1) contract work  characteristics, 2)
structural/organizational factors and conditions, and 3) cultural conditions.

Yet, these descriptive categories are insufficient when it comes to explicating
the actual mechanisms affecting health in terms of occupational injuries or
overall safety on multi-employer worksites. Referencing a study by Quinlan and
Bohle (2008) that underlines aspects such as economic pressure, disorganization
and insufficient regulatory control, a conclusion is drawn that these social-
structural factors could be used to subsume much of the terms and concepts in
order to explicate the mechanisms of influence on multi-employer worksites.
Besides this, relevant areas for future research are suggested, such as how the

application of safety regulations affects, and is affected by, the norms and
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practices that develop in asymmetrical power relations in multi-employer
arrangements. Adjacent to this is the matter of how employer responsibility for
safety is conceptualized, negotiated and acted upon on multi-employer worksites
in relation to the means available, such as safety management systems, and the
regulatory demands and power relations in play. Another related issue is the
ambition of client companies to implement voluntary broader safety programs in
relation to multi-employer worksites and the nature and effectiveness of these.

Finally, besides the more or less inter-organizational perspectives prevalent in
the reviewed literature overall, we suggest that one significant omission is the
consequences of the blurring of organizational boundaries in these networks.
This particular aspect, which has received sustained interest from researchers in
recent years from a more general organizational perspective, is a relevant avenue
for future research on safety on multi-employer worksites as well.

Paper 2: Improving safety management on multi-employer
worksites: key initiatives in the mining industry

Nygren, M.

The purpose of the second paper was to explore formal safety management on
multi-employer worksites in the Swedish mining industry, focusing on the
challenges that have been identified by client companies and the mining industry
trade association, as well as the solutions that have been proposed to remedy
these issues. The data was collected through workshops with industry
representatives combined with participant observations within a specific mining
company and a document analysis.

The results show that one of the main focus areas within the industry in terms of
improving formal safety management has been to clarify the division of
responsibilities and associated functions and tasks between the organizations
involved. Within the mining company, this has come to encompass both an
internal focus on its own processes, practices and responsibilities and an external
focus on the responsibilities of contractors as these have been defined by health
and safety laws and regulations. A similar perspective has been taken within the
mining industry trade association with emphasis placed on developing industry-
wide recommendations, including definitions of relevant roles and
responsibilities, for its member organizations in those instances where

contractors are hired. A conclusion is drawn that the challenges that have been
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identified by the participants in the study overall correspond to certain
disorganization effects emerging as a consequence of outsourcing — issues that
also have been identified in various industry sectors worldwide (see Milch &
Laumann, 2016; Quinlan & Bohle, 2008).

However, these initiatives can also be viewed as a matter of clarifying the
conditions for boundary-spanning agents in inter-organizational contracting, i.e.
the role certain individuals have in maintaining inter-organizational relations
and which can be found on both sides of a given contract. These roles have been
conceptualized as primarily being something formal in the sense that they have
been defined in relation to the legal requirements. Although this may reduce
some of the negative effects of disorganization, a one-sided focus on formality
where one of the organizations, i.e. the client company, also is in a dominant
position may not necessarily lead to open and candid communication and
trusting relations in the end — a lack of which has shown to be problematic when
it comes to safety in multi-employer arrangements (Milch & Laumann, 2016).
Rather, it may lead to a certain distance in the relations with increased pressures
being placed on the boundary-spanning agents on the often dominant, client side
of the relationship to ensure that the counterpart organization comply with the
formal requirements. However, complicating matters further, the increased focus
on the duties of boundary-spanning agents on the client side can also place extra
pressure on the work these individuals perform out at the “frontline” in terms of
making sure that the work conducted by contractors operates smoothly and
within the scheduled time frame. This, in turn, may make it more likely for these
individuals to, directly or indirectly, take charge of matters that contractor
employers in actuality are legally responsible for as a means of ensuring that
deadlines are held and production activities are not disturbed.

An overall conclusion is drawn in the paper that further research should hone in
on the consequences of implementing changes where the client company-
contractor relations become dictated and characterized by strict and formal legal
requirements, focusing specifically on the consequences of this for the
boundary-spanning agents that ultimately are responsible for upholding a given
contract and maintaining inter-organizational relations.
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Paper 3: Occupational health and safety on multi-employer
worksites: the extent and nature of the client’s responsibility

Nygren, M.

With a basis in the legal requirements concerning safety on multi-employer
worksites in Swedish working life, the purpose of the third paper was to describe
and analyze the safety-related responsibility of client companies in relation to
multi-employer worksites. The following research question is posed: how is
health and safety responsibility and its associated functions and tasks conceived
of and handled by SWEA as well as among companies that outsource work? The
empirical basis consists of documents published by SWEA and interviews with
one of SWEA's inspectors and with key informants from a mining company.

The results show that the regulations in Swedish working life have gradually
changed over the decades in order to combat perceived health and safety
problems in outsourcing and the ensuing multi-employer arrangements. This has
primarily led to some additional health and safety responsibility being placed on
those parties that are seen as being in control of the settings in which contractors
conduct work, i.e. the client companies. It is also shown in the paper that these
added demands for coordination and related tasks are complicated matters in
actual practice, with the mining company informants struggling to organize and
implement the two main forms of coordination that apply.

A key theme that is discussed is the matter of boundary conditions. From a legal
perspective, this includes the boundaries between different areas of
responsibility, i.e. who should have responsibility for what in these work
settings and what that should entail in terms of the division of functions and
tasks. Seen from the perspective of the mining company, this had also led to
problems for mining company personnel in making a clear difference between
their own responsibility and the responsibility of a given contractor. The same
goes for making a distinction between the two different forms of coordination
themselves and how to organize and implement these activities. When it comes
to the consequences of outsourcing itself, the nature of contract work may
furthermore lead to the organizational boundaries between a client company and
its contractors becoming blurred, which in turn risk creating ambiguities
regarding coordination and a confusion in the division of responsibilities
between the parties involved. This overall analysis adds a new perspective on
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the matter of disorganization as proposed and analyzed by Mayhew et al. (1997),
Quinlan and Bohle (2008) and Milch and Laumann (2016), showing that both
how the legal demands have been applied and the blurring of organizational
boundaries, as a consequence of outsourcing, have led to ambiguity and
confusion regarding legal responsibility in relation to multi-employer worksites.

Moreover, the matter of responsibility can also be viewed from the perspective
of regulatory spaces (MacKenzie & Lucio, 2014, 2016), highlighting the
influence of the responsible government agency on the dynamics between the
regulatory actors involved. Focusing on SWEA specifically, its actions can be
seen as a response to the contemporary development of outsourcing and the
subsequent proliferation of various forms of subcontracting. Rather than
passively allowing for the negative consequences of this to continue to play out
in practice, SWEA has had an aim to re-insert itself in the regulatory space in
order to combat the perceived problems regarding health and safety by
advocating that the sphere of jurisdiction of some of these actors, i.e. the client
companies, should be further changed. However, a consequence of this is that it
would simultaneously risk downplaying contractors themselves as regulatory
actors in the same space. A conclusion is drawn that the matter of power
asymmetry and the blurredness of organizational boundaries need to be
addressed whenever changes focusing on the responsibility of client companies
are being considered. Included in this is the importance of considering what
characterizes an “actor”, including its relations with other actors, in order to get
a fuller understanding of the consequences of formally altering the demands
being placed on the most dominant parties involved on multi-employer
worksites.

Paper 4: Contractors’ safety management: blurred boundaries and
relational conditions

Nygren, M.

The purpose of the fourth and final paper was to describe and analyze specific
relational conditions affecting contractors’ safety management on multi-
employer worksites. The starting point of the paper is the matter of more hybrid
types of organizations emerging due to longstanding outsourcing arrangements
where the organizational boundaries between the companies involved (i.e. a
client and its contractors) tend to become blurred. With a basis in this, focus is
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placed on the structural relations or configuration of power relations (Emirbayer
& Johnson, 2008) that, at least to some extent, form the very conditions for
interactions between the social actors active on these worksites and that may
have an impact on contractors’ safety management specifically. The empirical
material includes interviews, informal conversations and observations conducted
between late 2013 and early 2015, with a main focus on key informants from
contractors that were approached to participate in an interview study based on
their experience of conducting work within the mining company.

The results are divided into two parts focusing on interactions and relations,
respectively. From the interactional perspective, it is shown that organizational
boundaries risked becoming blurred in cases of local contractors conducting
work within the mining company. Although there were examples of client
company personnel and contractor workgroups co-existing harmoniously — in
part facilitating, and being facilitated by, the blurring of organizational
boundaries — the predominant story was that of hard-to-define, informal
boundaries on the worksites. Basically, even though these contractors were
closely connected to the mining operations, there was still a difference between
being affiliated to the company or a contractor in terms of the status and rights
each affiliation entailed. These frictions may in part have been a consequence of
the strong focus that the mining company placed on Safety First, something that
had led to an increased focus on the safety performances of the contractors and,
as a consequence, experiences among the contractor informants of being
“policed”, which overall contributed to failures in communication on safety-
related matters.

However, by applying the concept of the organization-as-field (Emirbayer &
Johnson, 2008), the more obvious forms of interactions could be seen as at least
partly being dependent on the underlying structural relations, i.e. the different
positions that the social actors occupied in the space of positions constituting the
field. In other words, there was something more at stake in their transactions
related to more fundamental struggles for ascendency in the field itself. This
could also be connected to the specific position-takings in the field such as
Safety First. Given that this particular position-taking was espoused by social
actors at more dominant positions and gained its semiotic meaning relationally
in the overall space of possible position-takings, those social actors that took a
different position (i.e. contractor managers and supervisors), such as one of
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efficiency and speed which in turn can lead to a lack of safety considerations,
can be seen as fulfilling their differential role in that space. Beyond this, the
paper underlines that the habitus of a given social actor may also influence what
position-takings are experienced as possible in the first place, and how the
overall power differentials could be connected to the matter of symbolic
violence.

Ultimately, on contemporary and fluid multi-employer worksites, contractors’
safety management may thus significantly be affected by the various positions
constituting the organization-as-field — as well as by the symbolically
meaningful actions and the habitus of the social actors involved.
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Conclusions

The purpose of this thesis was to explore the division of legal responsibilities for
safety management on multi-employer worksites in the mining industry. The
specific research problem that by extension has come to be analyzed in-depth is
the implication of the dynamic, unfolding relations between a client company
and its contractors for the division of, and adherence to, these responsibilities.

In Swedish working life, the main responsibility for ensuring the safety of the
workers lies with the employer. In practice, this minimally involves the
implementation of the mandatory occupational health and safety management
system (i.e. SWEM) which clarifies the employer’s duty to investigate the work
environment and carry out and follow up on activities so that accidents are
prevented and overall safety can be achieved. This legal notion of responsibility
is thus fundamentally a form of duty of care highlighting what a given employer,
and by extension its managers and supervisors with delegated duties, is beholden
the employees in light of the employment contract. However, according to the
official comments to the Work Environment Act (SWEA, 2017), this
responsibility is not sufficient on multi-employer worksites where several
companies are active side by side or in close proximity to each other. In these
types of work arrangements, particular risks may emerge due to the different
work tasks performed by the companies involved. At the same time, individual
workers can be unaware of the risks that come from activities other than one's
own. It is therefore required that all employers (and, in practice, their managers
and supervisors) that are active on a multi-employer worksite cooperate and
communicate with each other so that overall safety is upheld. Furthermore, the
employer that is in control of the site in question, usually the main client
company outsourcing the work, has a certain extended responsibility regarding
the overall coordination of work and general safety measures.

This summary of the legal requirements points to three specific aspects that
should be considered regarding the division of responsibilities:

e The main responsibility for managing safety is employer-specific and
cannot be shared (e.g. between two separate contractors or between a
contractor and a client) and must take the form of the practices dictated in
SWEM.

55



e Everyone operating at a given multi-employer worksite has extended
duties to communicate and cooperate with each other in safety-related
matters and ensure that company-specific work do not create safety
hazards for workers from other companies.

e The responsibility for coordinating work and overall safety measures is
strict in the sense of it being connected to one specific employer, usually
the main client company itself by virtue of the work being conducted
within its facilities.

Although seemingly straight-forward in the demands being placed on specific
actors, this thesis has focused on the extent of and conditions for responsibility-
taking in practice, showing that each of these obligations risk becoming
undermined or ambiguous due to the dynamic, unfolding relations between
client companies and contractors. With a starting point in the results presented in
the appended papers the wider conclusions can thus be divided into two main
themes:

The first theme, undermined conditions for employer responsibility, highlights
that the main employer responsibility for managing safety may become eroded
on multi-employer worksites, something that can be viewed from three distinct
but interrelated perspectives: 1) the core-periphery structure characterizing
multi-employer worksites, 2) how the different legal responsibilities relate to
each other and the power asymmetry between organizations, and 3) the relations
between the social actors involved in safety management in practice.

The second theme, client company initiatives and blurring boundaries,
underlines that the ambition of the mining company to clarify the
responsibilities on multi-employer worksites meant that other safety-related
issues became downplayed or unaddressed. The dominant position that the
company and, by extension, its managers and coordinators typically had also led
to them occasionally intervening in the internal processes of the contractors.
This highlights the importance of also considering the consequences of blurred
organizational boundaries due to longstanding outsourcing arrangements.
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Undermined conditions for employer responsibility

The conditions for employer responsibility need to be considered in light of
the core-periphery structure that tends to characterize multi-employer
worksites.

There is a growing body of international literature showing that contemporary
forms of work organization involving outsourcing regularly leads to a
dissonance in safety-related practices between the companies involved,
regardless of heavy industry sector (Nygren et al., 2017). One way of
conceptualizing this dissonance is that multi-employer worksites tend to be
characterized by a core-periphery structure, where the core consists of mostly
workers directly hired by the client company in question, surrounded by a
periphery of external companies and their personnel. Aronsson et al. (2002)
succinctly encapsulated this notion when hypothesizing that a network with a
strong central core may elicit processes aimed at keeping stability and safety in
that core by deflecting uncertainty towards the periphery, e.g. to contractors and
their workforces. These contractors could then be seen as the carriers of this
uncertainty as they perform often temporary work within a strict time frame (e.g.
repair and maintenance tasks) outside of normal production activities. This is
especially the case for smaller contractors, i.e. companies that may lack the
interest, know-how or resources necessary to invest in safety measures in the
first place (Hasle et al., 2009; Quinlan & Bohle, 2008). Ultimately, this could
lead to differences in the ability to manage safety depending on where the
company in question is located in the network structure, as well as difficulties in
establishing a shared view on safety between different companies due to the
undermining of overall resources being devoted to the management of safety. It
also indicates that these networks tend to be characterized by a certain
configuration of relationships between organizational entities that are not on an
equal footing when it comes to addressing safety-related issues.

A first conclusion that can be drawn is thus that the matter of employer
responsibility for formal safety management, and the inability or unwillingness
of contractors to implement the associated functions and tasks to fulfill this duty,
can be viewed in light of the core-periphery structure that often characterizes
multi-employer arrangements. This has at least partly a basis in the uneven
distribution of financial resources in these networks, especially in those
instances where the lowest bids during contractor evaluations become prioritized
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by a client, which tends to lead to safety-related issues becoming down-
prioritized (Milch & Laumann, 2016). The inability or reluctance of a contractor
to take on the full implication of its employer responsibility can, from this
perspective, in part be attributed to both economic dependency and economic
limitations - something that may become aggravated if the capabilities for
formal safety management (and the added costs it may bring) are not considered
by client companies already at the procurement stage of contractor services.

The employer responsibility needs to be considered in relation to the
responsibility of a given client, as well as in light of the asymmetry of power
that is characteristic of outsourcing relations themselves.

As shown in the third appended paper, the above discrepancies and dissonance
regarding the management of safety have not gone unnoticed in Swedish
working life in general. Indeed, the manner in which responsibilities are
formally divided, and what this should entail for each of the companies involved
in terms of functions and tasks, is significantly dependent on the regulatory
positions taken by the responsible government agency. In an extensive
investigation published by SWEA in 2014, it is concluded that the development
in the last decades in Sweden towards increased outsourcing in different
industry sectors has led to the safety and health of contractor workers to a large
extent being dependent on the company that is actually in control of the context
in which the work is taking place. Contractors are consequently seen as being
heavily dependent on the clients and not capable of controlling every risk that
may emerge while on-site at the clients’ operations. This has led to the legal
framework being adapted, beginning with the coordination responsibility for
permanent establishments introduced in 1978, to make it possible to place
certain complementary demands on the parties that actually control important
conditions for contractor workers’ safety — keeping in mind that ultimately, the
main responsibility for formal safety management still lies with the individual
employers (SWEA, 2014). The legal framework has thus been adjusted over the
years due to the consequences of power asymmetries between the parties
involved and that the clients are seen as controlling vital aspects affecting
contractor workers’ safety.

Even though this has not led to legislative amendments making the
responsibility of clients fully comparable to those of the contractor employers,

58



the conclusion drawn by the agency is that there is, indeed, an asymmetry in
terms of power and influence between clients and contractors in general and that
this needs to be addressed legislatively. Specifically, this has led to the agency
advocating for that the responsibility of clients should more clearly include a
certain “monitoring” function over contractors. In the investigation from 2014 it
is explicitly stated that the focus in future amendments should be to place
pressure on clients to ensure that conditions for safety and health are addressed
when outsourcing is taking place. This includes, for example, giving SWEA the
authority to prohibit a given client from hiring a contractor if it is deemed that
the necessary conditions for safety are not met. In practice, this would also
include demands on clients to monitor that contractors act to fulfill their legal
responsibilities regarding formal safety management. The agency has
consequently sought to make the power and influence of clients something that
can be used in a beneficial way to ultimately ensure safety, although without
placing full responsibility for formal safety management on these organizations
directly (i.e. by equating contractor workers to their own personnel) due to the
problem of demarcation that this would bring between different employers.

However, the recognition of this asymmetry, and the changes made or suggested
to the legal framework, may further solidify asymmetrical power relations that
in themselves are problematic when it comes to formal safety management,
communication and cooperation on multi-employer worksites. For example, a
particular issue that became evident in the empirical study was that there was a
difference between being affiliated to the mining company or a contractor in
terms of the status and rights each affiliation entailed. Contractor informants
mentioned being monitored and “policed” by mining company personnel
regarding their safety practices as a specific expression of this, which may have
contributed to a lack of transparency in their communication with the company
on safety-related issues, as well as a lack of reported accidents and incidents to
the company internal safety management database. In other words, the status
differences between the individuals involved had contributed to a certain
“culture of silence” emerging with implications for how safety was addressed
and handled across companies — an issue that also finds tentative support in the
literature. For example, Rousseau and Libuser (1997) underlined the tension that
may arise between in-house and external personnel because of differential
treatment, with the former overall tending to enjoy a higher standing. This may
undermine inter-personal trust and, eventually, safety-related communication
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and cooperation (Connelly & Gallagher, 2006; Milch & Laumann, 2016). In a
study of the North Sea oil industry, Collinson (1999) similarly showed that
contractors neglected to report safety incidents to the client company as a
defensive response to the asymmetrical power relations, inequalities and blame
culture on the shared worksites.

The position taken by SWEA, i.e. that the power and influence of clients should
be recognized and even encouraged in terms of placing specific demands on
clients in light of this, may thus by extension exacerbate the asymmetry of
power often characterizing a given client company-contractor relationship. This
also highlights the importance of considering the conditions for those who have
been delegated duties to handle formal safety management on behalf of the
employers themselves: if these contractor managers and supervisors do not
communicate and cooperate with the client’s representatives, due to
asymmetrical power relations and differential treatment, the overall legal
obligation for communication and cooperation across companies run the risk of
being unfulfilled in practice. Furthermore, it indicates that the efficacy of the
employer responsibility of a given contractor is not ensured by the company in
question merely adhering to the requirements in the Work Environment Act and
related provisions; rather, the employer responsibility must be viewed in relation
to the formal responsibility and associated practices of a given client — as well as
the asymmetrical power relations that to a significant extent is a consequence of
outsourcing relationships themselves. From this perspective, the ambition of
SWEA to place further emphasis on the dominant roles of clients may ultimately
contribute to the undermining of the very main employer responsibility that is
required by law.

The extent of which social actors actively prioritize safety-related issues can
be attributed to the positions they inhabit in a space of positions and the
positions they take in the space of position-takings.

Staying on the topic of what broadly can be called relational conditions, a
somewhat different picture emerges of the above interactions when the concept
of the organization-as-field (Emirbayer & Johnson, 2008) is applied. In the
fourth appended paper, this concept is used to show that the more “visible” and
obvious forms of interaction and dynamics between the mining company and the
contractors can be seen as being surface manifestations of more underlying
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structural relations, i.e. the different positions that the social actors occupied in
the space of positions constituting the organization-as-field in question. From
this perspective, the contractor informants were struggling to bring about the
legitimacy of their own technical skills and competencies that didn’t entail any
symbolic authority in the field. In other words, it could not act as symbolic
capital in the organization-as-field as a whole. Contractor managers and
supervisors consequently tended to occupy more dominated positions in relation
to their counterparts at the mining company, which moreover seemed to affect
their specific position-takings, i.e. symbolically meaningful acts, in the field of
possible position-takings. For example, one particularly prevalent position-
taking espoused by social actors wielding symbolic authority at the dominant
pole of the organization-as-field, e.g. the mining company managers and
coordinators, was that of “Safety First”. However, this did not automatically
mean that it would be equally espoused by those at the more dominated pole
struggling to bring about their own legitimacy and distinction, i.e. contractor
managers and supervisors. One of the more obvious position-takings and ways
of distinguishing themselves in the field for these social actors, conversely, was
that of efficiency and getting the work done quickly which, in some cases, may
entail a lack of safety considerations. Since “Safety First” as a position-taking
could be seen as gaining its semiotic significance relationally in how it differed
vis-a-vis other position-takings in the overall space of possible position-takings,
those social actors that took a different position, such as one of efficiency, can
be seen as fulfilling their differential role in that space. In other words:
contractor staff was positioned (i.e. dominated) and actively strived for position-
takings (i.e. efficiency and speed) that traditionally had been the case for
contractors active within the industry; simultaneously struggling to bring about
their own legitimacy as well as adhering to the internal logic of the field where
contractors were supposed to get the work done as quickly and efficiently as
possible.

What this ultimately shows is that the inability or unwillingness of social actors
to prioritize safety-related issues may, at least partly, be attributed to the
positions they inhabit in the space of positions and, importantly, the positions
they actively take in the space of position-takings, in the organization-as-field.
Although a different analysis is made when this concept is applied the end result
would seemingly be the same: given the crucial role that contractor managers
and supervisors have in communicating and cooperating with the representatives
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of the client, as well as in performing certain mandatory safety tasks so that the
employer responsibility is fulfilled in practice, it is important to consider the
nature, extent and consequences of the specific configuration of power relations
emerging between the social actors involved.

Client company initiatives and blurring boundaries

A focus on clarifying responsibilities may not solve the problem of a lack of
safety-related communication that, in itself, can be connected to
asymmetrical power relations.

As seen, one of the main results of the study revolves around the lack of
transparency and communication on the part of the contractors when it came to
safety, something that also had caught the attention of the mining company
itself. One reason for this was the seemingly low rate of reported incidents to the
company safety management database that, given the extent of outsourcing,
should have been significantly higher than it was. So from 2010 and onwards,
specific initiatives had been taken by the company with the purpose to improve
communication and responsibility-taking, primarily by investigating and
demarcating the extent of its own legal responsibility compared to the
responsibilities of the contractors — as well as what the obligations were for
communication across companies and how this could be promoted and upheld.
These initiatives included the development of specific educational courses
aimed at mining company personnel detailing the legal requirements, as well as
a handbook for contractors clarifying these issues. In a parallel process, the
mining trade association also made this a main focus area in its own
development work targeting their member organizations as a whole, i.e. all the
client companies outsourcing work in the Swedish mining industry.

Taking the point of view of the mining company itself, the problems it had
experienced can be conceptualized in terms of disorganization due to
outsourcing. More concretely this revolves around the fragmentation of the
management of organizational processes characterized by a confusion of roles
and responsibilities, as well as breakdowns in communication and substandard
information flow — issues that have been identified in various industry sectors
worldwide (see Milch & Laumann, 2016). In other words, the complexity of
multi-employer worksites tends to lead to ambiguities in terms of management
in and between the organizations involved. In line with this, the importance of
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the more powerful organizations assuming an extended control over safety
management-related issues has received support in research (see Calizaya et al.,
2008; Hui et al., 2008; Votano & Sunindijo, 2014). Overall, the manner in which
these organizations establish control over matters such as the clarification of
responsibilities may counter forces of disorganization by “being central to the
process of setting standards that are imposed upon less powerful organizations
within the network” (Marchington et al., 2005, p. 40). This underlines the
potentially crucial role that the most dominant organization has when it comes to
ensuring that management structures are upheld and stability is provided in the
division of legal responsibilities for safety management. Still, focusing on the
specific initiatives taken by the mining company this, too, shows that the
consequences of asymmetrical power relations need to be considered.

Although the effects of the initiatives may be that standards were established
that reduced the risk of a confusion of formal responsibilities, the definition of
the problem areas had mainly been the prerogative of an organization addressing
these issues from a particular client company point of view. By extension, this
also means that other issues risk becoming downplayed or unaddressed, such as
how power asymmetries may lead to difficulties in developing candid and
trustful relations between organizations in the first place, which is problematic
given the importance of open communication about safety-related matters
between companies. Again, this can be connected to the client company-
contractor relations detailed above, i.e. that they tend to be characterized by
certain asymmetries and inequalities which makes power an issue for safety
management since subordination may affect the ability of a contractor to have a
“voice” towards clients, as well as lead to certain defensive responses. In the
end, the ambition of the most dominant organization to clarify formal
responsibilities and improve the conditions for communication may
consequently not solve or even address more underlying communication-related
problems connected to an asymmetry of power. Furthermore, from a legal
standpoint, this means that problems may persist when it comes to adhering to
the second point underlined above regarding the duties specified in the Work
Environment Act for communication and cooperation across companies.
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Organizational boundaries risk becoming blurred on multi-employer
worksites, something that in turn complicates the division of, and adherence
to, specific responsibilities.

With a basis in the results of the appended papers, an overall conclusion can be
drawn that the power and influence of the mining company may run contrary to
the matter of contractors operating under their own managerial regimes that
need to function within their own mandate and control. A final issue that can be
addressed in light of this is the matter of more fluid organizational entities
emerging as a consequence of longstanding outsourcing arrangements.

A particular aspect to consider is the situation for contractors in company towns
that are hired to conduct work at the locally dominant industry. A term that is
frequently used in the literature to describe these groups is “independent
contractors”, where the word “independent” signifies that it is a matter of
separate organizational entities with their own organizational structures and
managerial control. Yet, as succinctly described by Lamare et al. (2015),
contractors in company towns that are relying on a single client company for
their revenue can in actuality be characterized as dependent contractors,
something that to a large extent is the case with the contractors figuring in the
empirical study of this thesis. According to Baraldi et al. (2014), these types of
more or less daily interactions and intertwinement of resources regularly lead to
organizational boundaries becoming blurred. Still, what is not mentioned in that
particular article is that the matter of dependency may contribute to this
blurredness by making it more likely that client company personnel directly
intervene in the internal processes of the less powerful parties on the worksites,
i.e. the contractors. A concrete example of this addressed in papers two, three
and four is mining company coordinators and other personnel on occasion
assuming control over matters that should fall under the contractors’ formal
duties, something that effectively led to the blurring of different areas of
responsibility. This may in turn eventually lead to contractor managers and
supervisors relinquishing control over issues related to the safety of their own
workers, i.e. a failure of their delegated duties and ultimately an undermining of
the employer responsibility itself. Furthermore, the organizational boundaries
themselves come into question, i.e. it is no longer necessarily a matter of strictly
separated organizations but rather more fluid organizational entities with
ambiguous management structures and processes, with the risk of increased
ambiguity in the overall division of formal responsibilities in the end.
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This notion of organizational boundaries becoming blurred can also be
connected to the fluidity of employment relations in these types of work
arrangements in general, especially considering the particular circumstances that
apply in company towns connected to one big industry. This revolves around
individual workers switching employers, from working for a contractor to
working for the mining company — or switching between various contractors. It
may also be a matter of contractor workers and in-house personnel regularly
sharing workspaces and being engaged in adjacent work tasks for prolonged
periods of time. Eventually, this may lead to individuals experiencing significant
and contradictory pressures for work-related commitment to, for example, an
employer other than his or her own. This could be seen as being part of a more
general trend in contemporary working life towards inter-organizational
networks of various kinds, where the blurredness of organizational boundaries is
often accompanied by an increased ambiguity in employment relations
(Marchington et al., 2005). In these conditions, it is not always possible to
uphold the traditional employment contract in practice (Rubery et al., 2002).

As mentioned previously, the division of legal responsibilities is strict in these
instances in the sense that each employer is fully responsible for managing the
safety of its own employees while the client has an extended responsibility for
overall coordination — both entailing their own specific and separate functions
and tasks. Significant effort had also been made by the company to clarify its
own responsibility compared to those of its contractors. Still, the results of this
thesis show that the ambiguity in legal responsibilities can also be viewed from
the perspective of the more fluid organizational entities emerging as a
consequence of clients engaging in longstanding outsourcing arrangements,
asymmetrical power relations and complexity inherent in the employment
relations.

Concluding remarks

To summarize the conclusions of this thesis: the dynamic, unfolding relations in
general, and asymmetries in terms of power in particular, between the mining
company and its contractors may ultimately make it more difficult
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e for contractors to adhere to the employer responsibility for managing
safety and implement the associated functions and tasks, or for these
specific functions and tasks to actually function in the manner prescribed
by the Work Environment Act and related provisions

e for effective and transparent communication and cooperation to develop
between the mining company and the contractors or, more specifically,
between the social actors involved

e for the mining company to implement the functions and tasks connected
to its broader coordination responsibility and keep it contained and limited
vis-a-vis the employer responsibility of a given contractor.

Taken together, this suggests that there are a number of issues inherent in the
way the current legal framework divides specific responsibilities regarding
safety management on multi-employer worksites. It could be argued that
responsibility-taking in the legal sense hinges upon the organizations and social
actors having the mandate and control to implement the required functions and
tasks, i.e. that they can act autonomously vis-a-vis the other parties involved.
Still, the actual conditions for responsibility-taking and its associated practical
functions and tasks need to be considered more directly in light of the emerging
relations on multi-employer worksites. This is a challenge facing policy and
regulatory development going forward, not only in relation to the mining
industry but on multi-employer worksites in general where workplace safety is
especially important to consider. After all, these relations continue to be
simultaneously elusive and potent conditions that the employers, managers and
supervisors involved in outsourcing arrangements must handle while
implementing overall and specific safety management practices.
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Abstract in Swedish
(Sammanfattning pa svenska)

Denna avhandling fokuserar pa ansvarsfordelningen for arbetsmiljo- och
sdkerhetsarbete pa gemensamma arbetsstillen inom gruvindustrin. Den
empiriska grunden for avhandlingen dr en studie genomford mellan 2013 och
2016 och bestar av intervjuer och observationer med fokus pa framst chefer,
arbetsledare och sidkerhetsspecialister fran ett gruvforetag och dess
entreprendrer. Utover detta genomfordes dven intervjuer med en inspektor fran
Arbetsmiljoverket och workshops anordnades med individer frdn gruv- och
basindustrin i stort. Dessutom genomfordes en dokumentanalys med fokus pa
arbetsorganisation, sékerhet och sikerhets- och arbetsmiljoregler. Den teoretiska
referensramen  fokuserar =~ huvudsakligen @ pd  konsekvenserna  av
interorganisatorisk komplexitet och maktrelationer mellan organisationer och
mellan sociala aktorer.

Resultaten visar att tre specifika krav kénnetecknar ansvarsfordelningen for
arbetsmiljo- och sdkerhetsarbete pa gemensamma arbetsstéllen: 1) arbetsgivaren
har huvudansvaret att hantera sdkerheten for sin egen personal och detta kan inte
delas mellan exempelvis tvd olika foretag, 2) alla som bedriver verksamhet pa
ett gemensamt arbetsstille har en utdkad skyldighet att kommunicera och
samarbeta Over organisationsgranser ndr det giller sdkerhetsfrdgor, 3) ansvaret
for samordningen av arbetet och overgripande sikerhetsatgarder kan kopplas till
en viss specifik arbetsgivare, vanligtvis den huvudsakliga bestdllaren som rader
over arbetsstillet i sig. Aven om det kan verka tydligt vilka skyldigheter som
aligger olika aktorer har fridgan om ansvarsfordelning varit ett sérskilt
fokusomrade for gruvforetaget liksom for Arbetsmiljoverket och gruvforetagens
branschforening. Gruvforetaget hade é&ven tagit ett antal initiativ med
ambitionen att klargéra ansvarsfordelningen pa dess egna gemensamma
arbetsstillen. Vad det giéller relationerna mellan gruvforetaget och
entreprendrerna fanns en skillnad mellan att arbeta for en entreprendr eller
foretaget 1 sig ndr det géllde status och rittigheter, dvs. det fanns en makt-
asymmetri som 1 slutindan hade en inverkan pa sdkerhetsrelaterad
kommunikation.
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Avhandlingens slutsatser dr uppdelade i tvd huvudteman. Det forsta temat,
underminerade forutsdtimingar for arbetsgivaransvar, visar att arbetsgivarens
huvudansvar for arbetsmiljo- och sékerhetsarbetet riskerar att undermineras pa
gemensamma arbetsstdllen, ndgot som kan analyseras fran tre perspektiv: 1)
centrum-periferistrukturen som kinnetecknar gemensamma arbetsstéllen, 2) hur
olika ansvar é&r relaterade till varandra och maktasymmetrier mellan
organisationer, och 3) relationerna mellan de sociala aktorer som dr involverade
i arbetsmiljo- och sidkerhetsarbetet i praktiken. Det andra temat, bestdillarens
initiativ och suddiga grdnser, berdr gruvforetagets ambition att klargdra
ansvarsomraden och att detta kan ha medfort att andra problem kopplade till
maktrelationer tonades ner. Gruvforetagets och, i forlingningen, dess chefers
och samordnares dominanta stéllning har ocksd medfort att de ibland blandat sig
in i entreprendrernas interna processer, nagot som visar pa vikten att dven beakta
konsekvenserna av suddiga organisationsgranser.

En oOvergripande slutsats kan dras att relationerna mellan bestéllare och
entreprendrer  komplicerar  ansvarsfordelningen  for  arbetsmiljo-  och
sdkerhetsarbete och att detta dr en sérskild utmaning for lagstiftaren och
Arbetsmiljoverket framdver, men ockséd kontinuerligt i praktiken for bade
bestillare och entreprendrer ndr det géller sdkerhet pd gemensamma
arbetsstillen.
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Safety and Multi-employer
Worksites in High-risk Industries:
An Qverview

Magnus Nygren, Mats Jakobsson, Eira Andersson
and Bo Johansson

In this paper, workplace safety in high-risk industries is explored in relation
to outsourcing and multi-employer worksites. Relevant industries in this
case are those that traditionally have been high-risk due to hazards in the
physical work environment and the occurrence of unsafe work processes
and practices, such as construction, mining and petroleum production.
After conducting a comprehensive literature review, we compile a number
of key terms and concepts that have been the subject of interest among
researchers and divide them into three broad categories: 1- contract work
characteristics; 2- structural/organizational factors and conditions; 3- cul-
tural conditions. We conclude by discussing the results in terms of chal-
lenges for safety in these shared work settings as well as suggest directions
for future research.

KEYWORDS: safety, multi-employer worksites, outsourcing, subcontracting,
contractors.

Introduction

For the past century, work organization based on flexible labour arrangements
and specialization has been common in some industries, such as construction
(Johnstone et al., 2001; Weil, 2014). Over the course of the last 30 years, however,
globalization and changing economic policies and deregulations worldwide have
led to the expansion of these practices to include many more industry sectors.
Responding to increased competition and market fluctuations, large organizations
in both the public and private sectors have progressively turned to outsourcing
as a means of cutting expenditures and arranging for more flexible workforces
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(Koukoulaki, 2010). Usually this entails keeping core activities in-house while
more specialized and/or peripheral services, such as maintenance and cleaning,
are performed by contractors on-site within the outsourcing company’s facilities
(Johnstone et al., 2001; Quinlan, 1999). A contractor also often hires subcontractors,
usually smaller firms, to assist in fulfilling the contract. These subcontractors can,
in turn, bring in other sub-subcontractors, leading to long subcontracting chains
and, eventually, complex networks of chains and individual companies working
side by side or in close proximity to each other (Nunes, 2012).

Although outsourcing/subcontracting is common both in the public and
private sectors in most industrialized countries, some industries pose more of
a risk when it comes to workers’ safety, such as construction and mining (Weil,
2014). These have traditionally been high-risk due to hazards in the physical
work environment and the occurrence of unsafe work processes and practices
(Radomsky et al.,, 2001). Coupled with the possible fragmentation of work
organization on multi-employer worksites in these industries, this may create
further structures of vulnerability affecting safety ‘vertically’ (in the specific chains
themselves) as well as ‘horizontally’ on the multi-employer worksite as a whole
(Ustailieva et al., 2012). For example, in a comprehensive audit in connection
to WorkSafe Tasmania, Quinlan (2014) underlined that the use of contractors
in mining operations warrants particular attention when it comes to safety, as
the presence of more or less temporary workers may alter the level of risk at the
worksites. Focusing on occupational injuries in the US coal mining industry, Pappas
and Mark (2011) showed that contractors have had higher injury rates compared
to mining company personnel since the early 1990s, although the levels have
begun to converge in recent years. Research on health (including occupational
injuries) and safety in the small companies that tend to perform contract work
in general also points to the problem of upholding safety standards when
resources are scarce and profit margins are thin, which often is the case for these
groups (Cunningham and Sinclair, 2015; Sinclair and Cunningham, 2014). These
pressures, then, may lead to increasingly unsafe working conditions on multi-
employer worksites (Weil, 2014). Overall, it can be argued that industries such
as mining, construction and petroleum production share common characteristics
in matters of overall work environments, multi-employer worksites (including
subcontracting chains), as well as tasks performed by contractors. This makes it
relevant to explore and clarify the situation in the various industries regarding the
safety of the affected groups.

The purpose of this study was to carry out a survey and analysis of research
articles focusing on safety on multi-employer worksites in high-risk industries.
The aim was to summarize and describe the state of the art of the research in this
field and draw conclusions from the accumulated results.
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Methodology

The literature review includes peer-reviewed research articles published up
until early 2015. Similar to Walters and James (2011), three methods were
applied to determine the relevant literature: 1- searches in major and well-
renowned scientific databases, 2- identification of relevant articles from research
fields other than strictly safety science (i.e. ‘grey’ literature), and 3- an examina-
tion of cited references from articles derived from these searches. This approach
was deemed appropriate due to the multitude of research areas that potentially
would be relevant for the study in question. The databases searched in the first
step were EbscoHost, Google Scholar, ProQuest, Scopus, and Web of Science, using
the search words: safety, health, safety management, accident(s), occupational
health and safety, occupational safety and health, work/working conditions, and
injury/injuries. These were used in various combinations with the search words
outsourcing, contract work, multi-employer worksite(s), inter-organizational
network(s), (sub)contracting, contractor(s), and subcontractor(s). The industry-
specific search words selected to restrict and focus the results were construc-
tion, mining, and petroleum/gas/oil industry. The different databases and search
engines have different characteristics and capabilities, but, by and large, most
searches were performed on article title, keywords and abstract. The ‘grey’
literature, in this case, was examined by searching the databases mentioned
above more open-endedly by using a more limited number of general search
terms such as outsourcing and subcontracting in conjunction with, for example,
fragmentation. After performing the various combinations of searches, reading
relevant abstracts and examining cited references, 43 articles were eventually
selected through the strength of the studies (e.g. methods, sample-size, scope
of the literature reviewed, etc.) and their relevance in relation to safety, contrac-
tors and multi-employer worksites. These articles—most of which have been
published in the last 15 years (Table 1)—were finally included in the review
under four thematic headings highlighting particular safety-related aspects
that emerged from the reading of the texts (Table 2). A few articles were also

included under more than

Ul one heading. Despite the
Number of included articles and their publication time scope of the literature re-

Published (year) Number of articles view, there is no guaran-
<1999 6 tee that the present study
2000-2009 2 has not missed relevant

research. These potential
misses should, however,
not affect the overall re-
sults.

2010-2015 17

Total 43
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The criteria for including and excluding articles were thus research focus and
relevance. Some of the articles highlight general structural and organizational
aspects and were included due to their generalizability. However, most of the
included articles focus specifically on safety in construction and industrial work
settings, i.e. multi-employer worksites in high-risk industries. In the case of the
broader occupational health and safety (OHS) literature, focus was primarily on
articles underlying safety issues and/or where occupational injury was a health
outcome studied.

A note on terminology

In practice, there are numerous ways in which the term ‘contractor’ is applied
in connection to outsourcing and subcontracting, usually to indicate the relative
position of a company in a subcontracting chain. Variations include, for instance,
‘general contractor’, ‘'main contractor’ and ‘subcontractor’. However, in some
industries, the traditional way of organizing the work with a general contractor as
a focal point for the contracting arrangement (such as in construction) does not
apply. Rather, it is the client company itself that brings in contractors directly. This
too may result in subcontracting chains of various lengths, but not necessarily in
relation to a general contractor in the traditional sense. As a consequence of this,
the term ‘contractor’ and variations thereof is used in a number of different ways
in research as well. Some studies make a clear distinction between ‘contractors’
and ‘subcontractors’, whereas in others, the companies involved are simply
called ‘contractors’, leaving the ‘sub’ prefix aside. Alternatively, all contractors
performing work in a network of any kind may be labelled ‘subcontractors’
exclusively. Complicating matters further, in some cases, ‘contractors’ is used to
signify both firms (i.e. companies supplying labour or materials through contract
work) and their employees (i.e. an employment type) at the same time. All in all,
this may lead to confusion in terms and concepts.

This literature review used the term ‘contractor’ as referring to all companies
(including one-person firms) supplying services or materials through contract
work, i.e. a distinction was made between a given company and its workers.

Multi-employer worksites in high-risk industries

Accidents and injuries

Although outsourcing is common in many different industries, there are
seemingly few studies focusing on the nature of accidents occurring on specific
multi-employer worksites. One reason for this may be difficulties in obtaining
comprehensive data and injury statistics from these work settings (Blank et al.,
1995; Saleh and Cummings, 2011). In a literature review on the more general
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OHS effects of outsourcing and home-based work, Quinlan and Bohle (2008)
found that out of the 25 reviewed studies, 92% showed adverse outcomes.
The studies included a number of different OHS indices such as occupational
injury, hazard exposure and disease. According to the authors, this wide array
of outcomes makes it difficult to draw any definitive conclusions from the OHS
literature regarding if, for example, outsourcing leads to certain workers (e.g.
contractor employees) being exposed to specific safety risks and hazards.

Rousseau and Libuser (1997) proposed that the risk of accidents in work
involving contractor employees and other contingent workers may be analyzed
at two levels: 1- the individual level, involving possible risk for personal injury,
and 2- the context level, i.e. risk of being injured in the work setting. At the
individual level, in-house personnel were pictured as being less accident-prone
compared to contingent workers due to better training, higher socialization and
general familiarity with the work environment. At the context level, risks and
hazards at joint workplaces may increase, as the presence of contingent workers
introduces uncertainties and inconsistencies into the work environment for all
parties involved, such as unpredictability in the use and placement of equipment.
Contingent workers are generally also more susceptible to cost-cutting pressures,
which tend to affect safety awareness in a negative way. Furthermore, perceived
inequity (e.g. contractor workers being paid less or treated worse) has also
been associated with substandard performance behaviours such as negligence
and low-level cooperation that, by extension, may lead to an increased risk of
accidents.

In a study of fatal accidents in the Finnish manufacturing industry, Nenonen
(2011) identified a number of factors most commonly associated with fatal
outcomes in outsourced operations: 1- deficiencies in instruction and guidance,
2- dangerous work practices, 3- insufficient hazard identification, and 4- human
error. Most of the fatal accidents occurred during installations and preparations
and maintenance work, and were precipitated by trapping, crushing, impact
with an object, and contact with electricity, temperature or hazardous materials.
Notably, most of the victims were deemed as experienced in the work tasks
they were performing in connection to the accidents. Overall, in-house
personnel also suffered the same modes of injury as the workers involved in
outsourced operations. Similarly, Blank et al. (1995) found that most accidents
involving contractor workers in the Swedish mining industry occurred during
manufacturing, construction and maintenance work, i.e. tasks likely performed
outside of the production itself. Both employment conditions and wage systems
were seen as possible antecedent conditions contributing to the emergence of
accidents with contractor employees, for example, having piece rates to a larger
extent compared to in-house personnel. A conclusion was drawn that a large
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part of the dangerous work in Swedish mining at the time was performed by
contractors and that they may have suffered more injuries and of a more severe
nature compared to the client companies. In a more recent study in the US mining
industry, Muzaffar et al. (2013) found that the odds of sustaining a fatal injury
versus non-fatal injury were almost three times higher for contractor employees,
a relationship that remained significant even after controlling for factors other
than employment type. Using the Pike River Mine explosions in New Zealand
in 2010 as a case study, Lamare et al. (2015) also underlined the vulnerability
of contractors in mining. An analysis of the accident, which claimed the lives
of 29 workers (13 of which were contractor workers), showed that a failure to
regulate the heterogeneous workforce, i.e. a lack of effective safety management
system, meant that the workers were free to move around in the hazardous work
environments underground. As a result of this, there was a general confusion
over the extent of the disaster in the days following the initial explosion. Overall,
contractor workers were seen as particularly vulnerable in terms of working
conditions and safety. Similar findings were made by Collinson (1999) in a study
of the North Sea oil industry, where contractor employees’ working conditions
were significantly inferior compared to those of workers directly hired by the
operator. Not only did contractors perform most of the dangerous work tasks on
the platforms, there was also evidence of the workers being treated as ‘second
class citizens’ in general, being looked down on by the operator personnel. The
consequences for safety were also evident, with contractor workers being involved
in 29 out of 30 serious accidents reported at one of the studied installations.

Structure and dynamics of multi-employer worksites

One way the consequences of outsourcing and the emergence of multi-
employer worksites have been described is as fragmentation, with implications
for safety. In a study on large-scale engineering projects, Berggren et al. (2001)
highlighted the fragmentary nature of multi-employer worksites, where the
coordination of activities may suffer due to the complex communication
and excessive bureaucratization inherent in large projects. Focusing on the
repercussions of organizational fragmentation in modern working life, James et
al. (2007) argued that overall political and economic (e.g. neoliberal) influences
on work organization do not necessarily lead to negative health and safety-related
outcomes. Client companies may still have a vested interest in making sure that
the working conditions of temporary workers are up to standard, since incidents
of any kind in high-risk production environments can have potentially catastrophic
consequences. However, the fragmentary nature of a multi-employer worksite
itself may have adverse effects on contractors’ safety, since the contract work
tasks tend to go to small or medium-sized companies often lacking resources
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and required management systems to perform the work safely. Outsourcing and
subcontracting frequently also lead to a fragmentation of previously integrated
production processes and work tasks, with numerous companies working side
by side under separate management control, making coordination and joint
safety measures more complicated (James et al., 2007). Analyzing outsourcing
in a range of manufacturing and service industries, Flecker (2009) argued that
the stretching of labour processes over organizational boundaries may result in
the fragmentation of employment and work. Fragmentation in this case refers
to differing employment contracts and terms and conditions among the external
parties involved, performing tasks that were previously done by the client
company. This may lead to part of the external labour force being less protected
and consequently suffering worse working conditions.

Another perspective on modern industrial work settings characterized by multi-
employer arrangements is that they constitute a core-periphery structure. The
core consists of mostly in-house personnel working directly for the client company
while the periphery is dominated by contractor workers and other contingent
workers. In general, in-house personnel have high job security, strong union
support and opportunities for personal and competence development (e.g. skills
training). Contractors in the periphery, on the other hand, assuring organizational
flexibility, work on temporary assignments and the employees may lack the
traditional occupational securities and benefits afforded those in the core of the
structure (Aronsson, 2001). Aronsson et al. (2002) hypothesized that a network
with a strong central core will elicit processes aimed at keeping organizational
stability and safety in that core by deflecting uncertainty towards the periphery,
i.e. to the temporary workers and temporary work organizations. Contractors in
the periphery of the networks, often times being in a dependent situation, could
then be seen as the ‘carriers’ of this uncertainty. Wagenaar et al. (2012) showed
that a multilayered core-periphery structure may lead to a sense of decreasing
autonomy and task demand on the part of temporary workers, as well as a
higher sense of job insecurity. This sense of insecurity was also found by Baugher
and Roberts (1999) in their study of temporary workers in the petrochemical
industry, where eight times as many contractor employees compared to in-house
personnel reported having experienced general employment insecurity in the
preceding year. According to the authors, this insecurity also likely made the
contractor employees more anxious about workplace hazards while, at the same
time, being less likely to exercise their rights to not perform blatantly unsafe
work, in fear of losing their position.

However, in recent years, the distinction between core and periphery has
begun to erode in some industries, where more and more of what were previously
core activities instead are being outsourced. In a study of the rise of temporary
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employment in the Australian mining industry, Waring (2003) showed that it has
become increasingly more common for contractors to perform core tasks, such as
shot firing and overburden removal, in black coal mining. In some companies, the
entire mining operation had even been outsourced and, consequently, also the
complete spectrum of risks connected to it. The idea of risks being transferred to
the periphery of the network and thus ‘cushioning’ the workforce in the core has
also been questioned in research. Flecker (2009) argued that core workers are
often subjected to the same pressures of work intensification in modern work as
temporary workers. One of the reasons for this is increased competition between
units within client companies themselves, brought on in part by the upgrading
of external companies in the value chain. Contractors may also be large and
stable companies where the employees enjoy significant employment security,
making the contractor workers effectively a part of the core operations of its
own company while, simultaneously, in the periphery with respect to the work
organization in the client company’s facilities.

Safety management

Worker participation is considered to be a key to effective and efficient control
of workplace hazards and reduction of work-related injuries (Gunningham, 2008;
Johnstone et al., 2005). The position and status (perceived or actual) of contractors
on multi-employer worksites in general, and subcontracting chains in particular,
may however affect the workers' motivation and ability to participate in activities
connected to safety. Lingard and Holmes (2001) studied risk control in the
Australian construction industry and found that the employees of small companies
in the lower levels of subcontracting chains had little or no say in decisions made
regarding their own work environment. This perceived powerlessness had led
to a deep-seated resignation and a general acceptance of work-related risks as
something unavoidable. Relatedly, Mayhew et al. (1997) found that risks were
considered a natural part of construction work and that measures taken to limit
the risk of injury overwhelmingly focused on the individual workers. Safety was, in
other words, not upheld through systematic safety management or by removing
the source of the hazard itself, indicating that contractor employees’ experience
of being in the midst of significant work-related risks had become normalized.
Wadick (2010) also showed that contractor employees in the construction industry
viewed hazards and risks as predictable and acceptable within their own trade,
but that the interrelationships between different companies at the worksite may
pose safety problems. The industry as such was seen as fostering a culture of
independence at the expense of cooperation and consideration of others on the
multi-employer worksites. Focusing on the Norwegian oil industry, Dahl (2013)
found that contractor workers frequently were unwilling or unable to familiarize
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themselves with the documentation in the safety management system due to
disinterest and/or time constraints. An important factor was that the contractors
moved from worksite to worksite, all with their own set of rules, which made
it difficult to fully embrace the different safety management systems. Another
study in the Norwegian oil and gas industry by Hovden et al. (2008) showed
that this ‘nomadic’ tendency among small contractors in particular meant that
the workers received little support from the safety representatives on-site. Taking
the perspective of a main contractor in the Australasian construction industry,
Biggs et al. (2013) found that some safety leaders viewed the transient nature
of external companies’ involvement in projects (e.g. through subcontracting) as
making management more difficult and that this increased the general risk level
at the worksites.

Based on a literature review and empirical study of four different industries
in Australia (construction, transport, hospitality, and childcare), Mayhew et al.
(1997) proposed a typology of socio-structural factors influencing contractors,
focusing on:

® economic pressure;

¢ inadequate regulatory control;

e disorganization effects;
and loss of collective bargaining power.

Economic pressure and priorities were seen as making it less likely for
contractors on both an individual and organizational level to engage in
matters related to safety, such as systematically assessing risks in the work
environment or implementing safety training programs. Subcontracting may
also undermine regulatory control in connection to health and safety in
general due to the complex nature of multi-employer arrangements, leading
to inadequate oversight from government health and safety inspectors (see
Quinlan et al., 2009). Regarding disorganization effects, it was concluded
that pyramid (i.e. multi-tiered) subcontracting involving companies in vertical
and horizontal work arrangements may result in a number of complicating
factors. Among these are role ambiguity, undermined safety systems, and
unclear relationships between companies working in the same area. Pyramid
subcontracting was also seen as directly affecting contractor workers’
ability to organize and communicate with each other, and thus limiting the
possibility of taking collective action in matters connected to safety. Quinlan
and Bohle (2008), in their literature review of outsourcing and home-
based work mentioned above, concluded that these overall socio-structural
factors warrant further consideration when it comes to understanding the
mechanisms by which outsourcing affects health—including occupational
injuries. Similarly, Nenonen and Vasara (2013) listed a number of complicating
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factors in relation to safety management in the manufacturing industry such as
ineffective and insufficient information sharing, lack of common procedures,
substandard coordination of safety measures, unclear management control
and responsibilities, and cultural and language barriers.

The matter of cultural and language barriers to contractors’ involvement in
safety-related activities was also the focus of Schubert and Dijskstra’s (2009)
study of the process industry in the Netherlands. Five areas in connection to
contractors were identified as problematic:

e communication regarding work permits, instructions, and risk;
e l|evel of education among personnel from other countries;

e cultural differences, leading to deviations from on-site regulations and
safety norms;

e the contractor workers' specific employment situation, leading to under-
reporting of incidences and overtime work;

e and cooperation between principals (i.e. client companies) and contractors,
where principals often had reservations regarding contractors bringing in
companies and personnel from other countries.

The increased presence of multi-national contractors in the construction
industry was studied by Bust et al. (2008), showing similar problems. The main
focus of the study was on the process of converting health and safety systems
to accommodate a multi-cultural workforce, with the aim of initiating greater
worker participation. It was concluded that it is important to identify which
audio-visual representations are perceived as meaningful and that this, to some
extent, can be achieved by investigating what cultural narratives are used by
workers to inform their understanding of health and safety-related matters. Seen
from a wider perspective, Starren et al. (2013) remarked that the general effects
of national culture on safety behaviour in multi-cultural work settings is also
largely unexplored in research.

The practice of having specific safety advisors or similar roles on-site to
coordinate and safeguard contractors was explored by Cameron et al. (2013).
The study showed that contractors hiring external safety consultants had an
Accident Incidence Rate (AIR) almost three times higher than those that employed
internal safety personnel. Companies with internal safety advisors, who had the
authority to give direct orders in matters related to safety, also had a lower AIR
than those whose consultants merely gave advice. A conclusion was drawn
that employing at least one internal safety advisor is better than relying on an
external safety consultant, and that the internal advisor should report directly to
the contractor senior management but still, at the same time, have delegated
authority over safety issues. Jacobsson (2011) studied the role and function of
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liaisons for the coordination of projects, focusing on the communication sub-
processes in multi-employer settings. The results showed that, just as contractor
safety advisors, project liaisons also played important roles in coordinating
activities and unexpected situations, translating and reducing information and,
ultimately, bringing the contractors’ experience of the work situation into light.
All'in all, project liaisons may be seen as crucial in reducing the uncertainty that
contractors and their workforces sometimes experience being in the periphery
of a network.

Through cases studies in the US mining industry, Calizaya et al. (2008) provided
an additional number of steps that can be taken to facilitate the effective
coordination of work tasks, for instance, ensuring that contractors are familiar
with the client’s standard work procedures and training them in facility-specific
hazards. The responsibility for underlining existing conditions and possible work-
related risks on multi-employer worksites was, consequently, placed on the client
companies. A similar perspective was taken by Hui et al. (2008), focusing on
coordination in complex projects. In order to reduce confusion and mistakes in the
coordination of multiple outsourcing partners, high owner dominance over project
activities was seen as important. The high interdependence between the parties
involved would benefit from a clear set of established routines. Moderate or low
owner dominance, where responsibility is divided between client and contractors,
may lead to an ineffective patchwork of rules from parties having differing work
practices, cultures and goals. This may ultimately lead to coordination problems
and generally unsafe working conditions. Votano and Sunindijo (2014) further
underlined that client companies’ active and ‘hands-on’ support in safety-related
matters are important considering the highly competitive nature of contract
work. As mentioned above, economic pressure and time constraints often make
it difficult or less likely for contractors to prioritize safety. As a remedy, client
companies participating in site-based safety programs, reviewing and analyzing
safety data, and performing regular checks on equipment and the plant, may
strengthen overall safety performance.

However, in a literature review of employers’ and clients’ motivation to
establish voluntary preventive management arrangements in supply chains (e.g.
subcontracting chains), Walters and James (2011) found that market-based
business motivations are rarely enough to encourage the implementation of
such strategies. A conclusion was drawn that policy makers need to be more
active in encouraging the implementation of proactive and preventive measures,
rather than simply relying on the voluntary actions on the part of the dominant
company or companies in a given supply chain.

Besides the above mentioned more or less voluntary utilization of functions and
roles, all industries have specific laws and regulations that guide the development
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and implementation of safety management. Loosemore and Andonakis (2007)
studied the effects of the occupational health and safety regulation in the
Australian construction industry, where a shift in responsibility towards main
contractors and contractors was made in 2001 with regards to overall health and
safety management. The main barriers for complying with the new regulation
among affected parties were implementation costs, language and educational
barriers, and a fear of change among small contractors in subcontracting chains.
A number of remedies were suggested, such as integrating health and safety
training into broader skills training, involving a third party responsible for the
training, and subsidizing the costs of training. The importance of safety training
was also explicated by Rebitzer (1995), arguing that client companies generally
have better safety training programs than contractors, and should therefore take
more responsibility for the continuous training of temporary personnel entering
the premises.

Safety culture and safety climate

Clarke (2003) studied the implications of the trend towards contracting
and changing employment arrangements, concluding that it will be difficult
to integrate contractor workers into an existing safety culture. One particularly
problematic aspect may be getting the temporary workforce to internalize the
values of the client company. Likewise, in a study in the US construction industry,
Molenaar et al. (2009) found that frequent use of contractors could adversely
affect organizational safety, with a view on safety culture as something that tends
to develop within more or less homogenous workforces staying together over a
number of years. A positive safety culture, then, was seen as partly dependent on
the development of stable relations between permanent employees, a consistency
that may be disrupted by subcontracting and the characteristics and internal
workings of multi-employer worksites. The importance of establishing long-term
relationships with contractors was underscored, as a way of encouraging the
development of a durable safety culture.

In a survey of 41 safety leaders in various Australasian construction companies,
Biggs et al. (2013) found that the matter of having to deal with cultural integration
and competency gaps in relation to contractors is a significant barrier to the
improvement of an overall safety culture. In assessing the relationship between
in-house personnel and contractor employees in offshore drilling, Fuller and
Vassie (2001) showed that partnership arrangements within recognized and well-
implemented joint safety management systems may be important in order to
align different safety climates and safety cultures in multi-employer work settings.
The added complexity of having different companies managing different safety
regimes in the same work environment was also explored by Bahn (2013) in the
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Australian mining industry, showing the benefits of having one safety system
for all personnel as a 'tool’ in the development of a joint safety culture. The
case study indicated that a move from hiring contractors to only having in-house
personnel may increase safety at the worksite through the use of only one safety
regime for all the workers.

Few studies on safety culture in high-risk industries have focused directly on
safety culture among contractors. An exception is an ethnographic study in the
Australian construction industry by Wadick (2010), where the forging of contrac-
tors’ safety cultures was conceptualized as consisting of matters pertaining to
general workplace culture as well as seven other interacting elements: 1- the
construction site, 2- work methods, 3- the subcontracting system, 4- people/
construction personnel, 5- equipment and materials, 6- training, and 7- occu-
pational health and safety knowledge and legislation. It was concluded that the
contractors in the study strived for safety, but that it was often compromised by
aspects such as the nature of the work being performed, economic pressure and
time constraints, the relations between the trades, and the power and influence
that the main contractor exerted. Connected to this was a masculine culture of
risk-taking and toughness that historically has been a part of the industry. Re-
garding the power perspective and the inherently hierarchical nature of contract-
ing arrangements, Rosness et al. (2012: 1967) raised a similar point in a study
of the Norwegian oil industry, stating that: “the safety work of contractors and
subcontractors may be constrained or facilitated by environmental conditions
that are created and maintained by the operator or co-created by the operator
and the contractor or subcontractor”.

These environmental conditions, which could involve everything from the
layout of a facility to assumptions and norms ingrained in the organizational
culture, were thus seen as enhancing and/or restricting the ability of contractors
in general to keep risks under control in industrial work settings. Rosness et al.
(2012) further underlined the importance of taking a holistic approach when
studying environmental conditions affecting contractors, where the actions of
one party in safety-related matters are significantly dependent on the actions of
other parties in the network.

Same as with safety culture, there are few published studies on the safety
climates of contractors. Another exception is a survey by Lingard et al. (2010),
focusing on contractor workers in the Australian construction industry. By
utilizing a multi-level safety climate model, it was shown that the perceptions
that contractor workers develop of the main contractors’ safety climate(s) may
be considered a possible mechanism of influence that a given main contractor,
in turn, can focus on in order to encourage more stable safety, as well as health,
performance among these groups.
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Conclusion

Most of the research on safety on multi-employer worksites has been directed
towards the construction sector, which is reasonable considering that contracting
arrangements have been a long-standing feature of that industry. Studies on the
conditions in industries such as mining and petroleum production have begun to
surface but, overall, these are still to be considered as developing empirical research
areas. The fact that the term ‘contractor’ is used in a variety of ways in research,
on occasion being a catch-all word for all types of contractors (main contractors,
subcontractors, contractor employees, etc.), also points to a need for conceptual
clarification and more precise terminology. Based on the accumulated literature,
however, a number of key concepts and terms may be discerned that have been
the subject of interest among researchers. These are neither distinct nor separated
from each other and overlap in various ways, indicating the complexity inherent
in multi-employer arrangements and the multitude of perspectives that can be
taken on safety. Despite this, it may be useful to tentatively group the terms and
concepts into three broad categories: 1- contract work characteristics, 2- structural/
organizational factors and conditions, 3- cultural conditions (Table 3).

TABLE 3
Categories and key terms and concepts

Category Key terms and concepts

Contract work
characteristics

Economic pressure

Employment insecurity

Insufficient knowledge and competence
Low autonomy and task demand
Normalization of risk

Nomadic tendencies

Powerlessness and resignation

‘Second-class citizens'

Time constraints

Transient and transactional relations
Temporary and/or peripheral work
Unfamiliarity with work environment

Structural/
organizational
factors and

Communication barriers
Contactors in dependent positions

Hierarchies and power asymmetries
Inadequate regulatory control

conditions » Complex work and safety Less unionization/loss of collective
coordination bargaining power
« Core-periphery structure Pyramid subcontracting
« Disorganization effects Unstable social relations
« Division (and diffusion) of responsibility
« Fragmentation of production processes
and work tasks
Cultural  Cultural integration Homogeneous vs. heterogeneous
conditions difficulties workforces

Cultures of independence
Differing norms and values

Macho-masculine work culture
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These broad categories, however, do not necessarily make explicit the actual
mechanisms and conditions affecting health in terms of occupational injuries or
overall safety on multi-employer worksites. To date, one of the most extensive
literature reviews on the general subject of health and safety in relation to
outsourcing has been conducted by Quinlan and Bohle (2008). Similar to a
previous study by Mayhew et al. (1997), the authors concluded that a number of
specific factors deserve further investigation: 1- economic and reward pressures,
2- disorganization, and 3- insufficient regulatory protection. Although the
present literature review focused specifically on multi-employer worksites, these
three factors could seamlessly be used to subsume much of the key terms and
concepts assembled in table 3 to explicate the actual mechanisms of influence.
But Quinlan and Bohle (2008) also underlined that the research up to that point
rarely considered that contractors, and especially smaller firms, oftentimes are
positioned at the far-end of a subcontracting chain and, consequently, in a
dependent position vis-a-vis their main contractor or a client company. There
are clear exceptions, such as the study by Collinson (1999) in the North Sea oil
industry, however; overall, a power perspective in relation to work organization
and safety had largely not been applied.

This latter point is also corroborated in this literature review of multi-employer
worksites in high-risk industries specifically, i.e. that there is still a need for further
investigation on the nature of these underlying hierarchical conditions—similar
to the studies conducted by Lingard and Holmes (2001) in construction, Rosness
et al. (2012) in petroleum and Lamare et al. (2015) in mining. For example, a
theme that may be further explored is how the application of safety laws and
regulations affects, and is affected by, the norms and practices that develop in
asymmetrical power relations in multi-employer arrangements. Some actors in
these networks, such as the client companies outsourcing the work, are clearly
often in a position to dictate the actual terms and conditions of how work is
going to be carried out, as well as being in control of the setting itself in which
the work is taking place. The possible effect this has on the ability and willingness
of contractors to adhere to safety laws and regulations that, in themselves, may
place demands contrary to those of the ‘reality’ of the work being performed
(e.g. production pressure), deserve further study. Closely related is the matter of
how responsibility for safety is conceptualized, negotiated and acted upon on
multi-employer worksites in relation to the means available (e.g. the functionality,
or lack, of safety management) and the regulatory demands and power relations
in play. In order to get a clearer view of how the notion of responsibility is
formed under these circumstances, studies focusing simultaneously on external
influences (e.g. safety laws and government control and oversight) and internal
work organization and emerging formal and informal safety practices on multi-
employer worksites (including subcontracting chains) are required. An adjacent
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theme is the ambition of client companies to implement voluntary safety
programs under the banner of ‘Safety First’ or variations thereof, and the nature
and effectiveness of these programs on multi-employer worksites. This is in line
with the general points made by Walters and James (2011) and Votano and
Sunindijo (2014) that dominant parties in supply/subcontracting chains tend to
be in a position to implement changes to improve overall standards of working
conditions.

Finally, besides the more or less inter-organizational perspectives highlighted
above in terms of the structure and dynamics of multi-employer worksites,
one significant omission in the literature on high-risk industries concerns the
consequences of the blurring of organizational boundaries in these networks.
Although this development has been investigated in various industries (e.g.
Marchington et al., 2005), there is a scarcity of research articles on how these
emerging hybrid organizations, where the boundaries between the companies
involved have become blurred due to extensive outsourcing and long-term
contracts, may have affected workplace safety specifically—including underlying
issues such as work group dynamics and division of safety roles and responsibilities.
We would argue that this development, in particular, could be a fruitful avenue
for future research when it comes to furthering the understanding of safety in
multi-employer arrangements in high-risk industries.
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SUMMARY

Safety and Multi-employer Worksites in High-risk Industries:
An Overview

This paper focuses on safety on multi-employer worksites in high-risk industries.
Relevant industries are those that utilize flexible labour arrangements and
specialization, such as construction, mining and petroleum production, and that
traditionally have been high-risk due to hazards in the physical work environment
and the occurrence of unsafe work processes and practices. These industries also
share common characteristics in matters of overall work environments, multi-
employer worksites (including subcontracting chains), as well as tasks performed
by contractors, making it relevant to explore and clarify the situation regarding
the safety of the affected groups. A comprehensive review is performed of 43
peer-reviewed research articles published up until early 2015, with a main focus
on international studies covering safety issues on multi-employer worksites in
construction and industrial work settings such as mining, petroleum production
and manufacturing.

The results show that previous research has focused on a number of key issues
that may be divided into three broad categories: 1- contract work characteristics;
2- structural/organizational factors and conditions; 3- cultural conditions. Much
of the focus is on structure and organization, for example, how multi-employer
arrangements can lead to breakdowns in communication and overall disorganiza-
tion effects in relation to safety. There is, however, a need for further studies on
the nature of these structural and organizational factors and conditions, such as
focused studies on the consequences of power asymmetry for the ability of con-
tractors to adhere to safety laws and regulations. Furthermore, we argue that the
development towards blurred organizational boundaries in these networks due to
extensive outsourcing and long-term contracts may be a worthwhile avenue for
future research into safety on multi-employer worksites.

KEYWORDS: safety, multi-employer worksites, outsourcing, subcontracting, con-
tractors.

RESUME

Sécurité au travail et lieux de travail multi-employeurs
dans les industries a hauts risques: une vue d’ensemble

Cet article se concentre sur les mesures de sécurité dans les chantiers multi-
employeurs d'industries a hauts risques. Les industries concernées sont celles qui
font appel a I'organisation du travail flexible et a la spécialisation, telles que la
construction, I'activité miniére et I'industrie pétroliére, et qui sont traditionnelle-
ment reconnues comme comportant des risques élevés a la santé a cause des dan-
gers inhérents a I'environnement physique du travail et a I'existence de pratiques
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et de processus de travail non sécuritaires. Ces industries ont aussi en commun
certaines caractéristiques en matiére d’environnement de travail général dans des
milieux de travail multi-employeurs (incluant des chaines de sous-contractants), de
méme qu’en matiére d’'activités exercées par les entrepreneurs, justifiant ainsi le
besoin d’explorer et de clarifier la situation en regard de la sécurité au travail des
groupes affectés. Pour ce faire, nous avons mené un examen approfondi de 43
articles de recherches évalués par des pairs et publiés jusqu’au début avril 2015,
avec une attention particuliere envers les études internationales couvrant les ques-
tions de sécurité au travail dans des milieux multi-employeurs dans la construction
et dans des secteurs industriels, telles I'activité miniere, la production pétroliere et
I'activité manufacturiére.

Les résultats indiquent que ces recherches ont jusqu’ici identifié un certain nombre
d'enjeux-clés qui peuvent étre regroupés en trois grandes catégories: 1- les
caractéristiques du contrat de travail; 2- les conditions et les facteurs structurels et
organisationnels; 3- les conditions culturelles. L'attention principale porte sur les
dimensions structurelles et organisationnelles, a savoir comment les dispositions
multi-employeurs peuvent conduire a des ruptures dans la communication et a
des effets de désorganisation générale en matiere de sécurité au travail. Il y a,
également, un besoin de poursuivre les études sur la nature de ces facteurs et de ces
conditions structurelles et organisationnelles, notamment la réalisation d'études
portant sur les conséquences de |'asymétrie de pouvoir et sur la capacité des
entrepreneurs d'adhérer aux reglementations et aux lois en matiére de sécurité au
travail. De plus, nous soutenons que la croissance de frontiéres organisationnelles
floues dans ces réseaux, en raison de |'existence d’une importante sous-traitance
et de contrats a long terme, devrait se révéler une avenue prometteuse pour les
futures recherches sur la sécurité au travail dans des milieux multi-employeurs.

MOTS-CLES : sécurité au travail, lieux de travail multi-employeurs, impartition, sous-
traitance, entrepreneur.

RESUMEN

Seguridad ocupacional y lugares de trabajo multi-patronales
en las industrias de alto riesgo: una visién general

Este articulo focaliza las medidas de seguridad en los empleos multi-patronales de
las industrias a alto riesgo. Se trata de las industrias que utilizan la organizacién de
trabajo flexible y la especializacién, tales como la construccién, la actividad minera
y la produccién petrolera, tradicionalmente reconocidas como actividades de alto
riesgo debido a los peligros inherentes al entorno fisico del trabajo y a la existencia
de practicas y procesos de trabajo inseguros. Estas industrias comparten también
ciertas caracteristicas comunes en materia de ambiente general de trabajo, los
empleos multi-patronales (incluyendo las cadenas de subcontratacion) asi como
las actividades ejercidas por los contratistas, confirmando asi la pertinencia
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de explorar y esclarecer la situacion respecto a la seguridad ocupacional de los
grupos afectados. Para ello, se llevd a cabo un estudio exhaustivo de 43 articulos
cientificos publicados hasta principios de 2015, con un énfasis particular en los
estudios internacionales que cubren las cuestiones de seguridad ocupacional en los
empleos multi-patronales del sector de la construccion, asi como de las industrias
minera, petrolera y manufacturera.

Los resultados muestran que las investigaciones anteriores se han centrado en una
serie de cuestiones claves que pueden ser reagrupados en tres grandes categorias:
1) las caracteristicas del contrato de trabajo; 2) las condiciones y factores estruc-
turales y organizacionales; 3) las condiciones culturales. La atencion principal es
puesta en las dimensiones estructurales y organizaciones, asi, por ejemplo, cémo
los acuerdos entre multiples empleadores pueden conducir a rupturas en la comu-
nicacion y provocar efectos de desorganizacion general en materia de seguridad.
Se constata, sin embargo, la necesidad de continuar los estudios sobre la natu-
raleza de dichos factores y las condiciones estructurales y organizacionales, y de
realizar estudios sobre las consecuencias de la asimetria de poder y la capacidad
de los contratistas de adherir a las leyes y reglamentaciones en materia de seguri-
dad ocupacional. Es mas, sostenemos que el crecimiento de fronteras organizacio-
nales nebulosas en esas redes, debido a la amplitud de imparticién externa y de
los contratos a largo tiempo, puede constituir una via prometedora para futuras
investigaciones sobre la seguridad ocupacional en los lugares de trabajo multi-
patronales.

PALABRAS CLAVES: seguridad ocupacional, lugares de trabajo multi-empleadores, im-
particion, sub-contratacion, contratistas.
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Improving safety management on multi-employer
worksites: key initiatives in the mining industry

Magnus Nygren, Luled University of Technology, Luled, Sweden

This article examines formal safety management on multi-
employer worksites in the Swedish mining industry, focusing on
the challenges that have been identified by client companies
and the mining industry trade association as well as the
solutions that have been proposed. Workshops, participant
observations and a document study were conducted aimed at
achieving this end. The results show that focus has been placed
on clarifying the roles and responsibilities that come into effect,
as interpreted in accordance with the legal requirements,
indicating that the industry has experienced certain
disorganization effects emerging as a consequence of
outsourcing. However, these initiatives may also be viewed as a
matter of clarifying the conditions for boundary-spanning
agents in inter-organizational contracting, something that in
turn may lead to complications in terms of the safety-related
interactions and relations between the parties involved. A
conclusion is drawn that further research should explore the
consequences of these types of initiatives for the boundary-
spanning agents specifically.

Keywords: boundary-spanning agents; mining industry; multi-
employer worksites; outsourcing; safety management

1. Introduction

The mining sector has historically had high accident and injury rates
compared to other industries, and even though numerous measures have
been taken in the last decades that effectively have reduced these rates, it
remains a comparably high-risk industry worldwide (Patterson & Shappell,
2010). The measures taken have mainly revolved around technological
solutions such as improved work equipment and the implementation of
barriers controlling the risks in the physical work environments, as well as



new safety rules and procedures. In research, there has also been an
increased interest in behavioral (e.g. unsafe acts) and wider social-technical
factors in terms of both accident causation and accident prevention
strategies (Paul, 2009; Paul & Maiti, 2010). Still, problems persist in terms
of the occurrence of accidents given the intricacy and hazardous nature of
the work conducted in these contexts (Lenné et al., 2012). One of the issues
that have begun to be explored in conjunction to this is the consequences of
outsourcing certain tasks to contractors. Although this is still to be
considered a developing empirical research area, the emergence of multi-
employer worksites where contractors work side by side or in close
proximity to the client companies’ own personnel in mining operations, as
well as in the adjacent ore processing facilities, warrants particular
attention when it comes to safety (Nygren et al., 2017). For example, as
shown by Muzaffar et al. (2012), the odds of sustaining a fatal injury
versus a nonfatal injury in the US mining industry were almost three times
higher for contractor workers compared to the mining companies’ own
personnel for the period of 1998 to 2007. In a comprehensive analysis
highlighting the consequences of outsourcing for safety and health, Quinlan
(2014) wunderlined the complications arising due to fragmented
management and work processes in these types of arrangements, leading to
breakdowns in communication and information flow between the parties
involved. It has also made control and oversight by government authorities
more complicated given that the inspectors often must deal with several
employers and ambiguous chains of command and responsibilities within
the same worksite. In other words, there is regularly a dissonance in
practices and interactions in those situations where multiple organizations
are involved in joint undertakings, something that ultimately may have
adverse effects on safety (Quinlan & Bohle, 2008).

In the Swedish mining industry, the employees of contractors and other
suppliers of services (e.g. temporary work agencies) have conducted as
much as 40 % of the total number of work hours in some companies in
recent years (Nygren, 2016). Similar to the above study by Muzaffar et al.
(2012), there is some evidence that these groups have sustained more
frequent and more serious accidents compared to the mining companies
over the decades (Blank et al., 1995), something that has continued in more
recent times as well. Between 2008 and 2017 five workers have died in



accidents occurring within industry, all but one being employed by
contractors. These groups have also had substantially higher lost time
injury frequency rates compared to the mining companies own personnel.
For example, in 2009 contractor rates were 39.1 which could be compared
to 10.0 for in-house personnel (SveMin, 2010). There are some
uncertainties in the data collected to calculate these rates, such as the total
number of contractor working hours often being estimates from the mining
companies outsourcing the work. Furthermore, it is not clear if the rates
also include contractors that formally belong to another industry sector
(e.g. construction) but still are active within mining-related operations.
Despite these reservations, the above discrepancies have contributed to the
matter of safety in multi-employer arrangements becoming a prioritized
area among the mining companies outsourcing work and their industry
trade association. Specifically, focus has been placed on formal safety
management, i.e. the practices and procedures that the management of an
organization is legally obligated to implement to promote workers’ safety,
and how matters such as the division of roles and responsibilities between
client (mining) companies and contractors can be improved, as well as
overall communication on safety-related issues.

The purpose of this study was to explore formal safety management on
multi-employer worksites in the Swedish mining industry, focusing on the
challenges that have been identified by client companies and the mining
industry trade association and the solutions that have been proposed to
remedy these issues. The article is organized in the following way. Firstly,
the literature on safety management and inter-organizational interactions
and relations on multi-employer worksites is reviewed, followed by the
research design. After this, the results are presented focusing on both
company and industry levels. The article concludes by analyzing the results
in terms of the characteristics and consequences of the initiatives taken
within the industry in recent years to improve formal safety management.

1.1. Safety management on multi-employer worksites

In multi-employer arrangements, safety needs to be managed on an
individual organizational level as well as across organizational boundaries.
However, there is a growing body of literature that has underlined the
challenges that come with outsourcing and the emergence of multi-
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employer worksites in various industries. More specifically, it regularly
leads to a dissonance in practices and interactions between the
organizations involved, making safety standards more difficult to uphold
(see Bahn, 2013; Nenonen & Vasara, 2013; Quinlan & Bohle, 2008). As
succinctly concluded by Milch and Laumann (2016, p.10):

... the involvement of multiple organizations adds to the complexity
in a system by introducing an increased number of organizational
interfaces to be coordinated, employees with different backgrounds
and practices, different sets of rules and operational procedures, and
the need for greater communication and information sharing across
organizational boundaries.

In their literature review on inter-organizational safety challenges, Milch
and Laumann (2016) highlighted four aspects contributing to this
complexity: economic pressure, dilution of competence, organizational
differences, and disorganization. “Economic pressure” revolves around
smaller contractors in particular often lacking the resources necessary to
prioritize safety, which increases the risk for fragmented safety
management in general in multi-employer arrangements. There may also be
complications inherent in the work tasks contractors are hired to conduct
which tends to be tightly scheduled and, by extension, may lead to safety
becoming a secondary priority, especially if the contractors in question do
not have resources to devote to safety measures in the first place. As for
“dilution of competence” this is connected to contractors being unfamiliar
with the work environment within specific client companies, or lacking the
competence necessary for the work tasks and how to perform them safely.
“Organizational differences” focuses on the matter of companies
conducting different tasks within the same worksite and having different
practices and areas of expertise, something that may lead to fragmented
decision-making practices. It may also be a case of status discrepancies
between in-house workers and contractor workers with the former often
enjoying a higher standing on a given shared worksite, something that
eventually may lead to distrust and conflict on both workgroup and
management levels.



As for “disorganization”, this centers on the fragmentation of the
management of organizational processes as a consequence of outsourcing,
characterized by a confusion in roles and responsibilities, communication
breakdowns and increasingly complex safety management systems
(Mayhew et al., 1997; Milch & Laumann, 2016). In other words, the
intricacy of the work arrangements evolving due to outsourcing tends to
flow onto safety, leading to an overall ambiguity in terms of management
and the associated roles and responsibilities (Milch & Laumann, 2016).
Furthermore, outsourcing and multi-employer arrangements tend to lead to
what Dekker (2014) has called the bureaucratization of safety, with the
paper-work related to the safety management system being perceived as a
burden among contractors specifically. It is also not unusual that
contractors work for a number of different client companies, all having
partly different rules and procedures, making it more difficult for
contractors to keep track of the specific requirements of the various clients
(Dahl, 2013). This increased bureaucratic burden may, in itself, be a
hindrance for safety-related communication such as incident reporting, i.e.
if it is seen as being too much of an administrative burden it tends to not be
prioritized — especially among smaller companies lacking the necessary
means to prioritize safety-related issues in the first place (Quinlan & Bohle,
2008).

The above issues highlight a particular dynamic condition in multi-
employer arrangements that also need to be considered in relation to the
management of safety, namely the distribution of power between the
organizations and between the actors involved (Rosness et al., 2012). On
the one hand, the dominant position that client companies tend to have vis-
a-vis the contractors that are hired places them in a unique position to
implement measures covering a given multi-employer worksite as a whole,
i.e. it points to the possibility of using these types of networks as a means
of reducing the detrimental effects for safety that outsourcing may bring
(Walters & James, 2011). On the other hand, client companies are thus
simultaneously in a position to effectively enforce their will on the
contractors formally through stipulations in contracts and informally
through the everyday interactions on the shared worksite. This makes
power an issue to consider since subordination may hamper the ability of a
contractor to have a voice vis-a-vis the more dominant actors in the



network (Collinson, 1999). Given the often highly interconnected activities
on multi-employer worksites where open communication and information
sharing about risk is essential (Nenonen & Vasara, 2013), these more
elusive dynamics and relations consequently require careful consideration.
For example, in a study of the North Sea oil industry, Collinson (1999)
showed that the underreporting of accidents and incidents among
contractors may be seen as a defensive response to the asymmetrical power
relations and blame culture on these types of worksites, with contractors
being much easier to dismiss as unsafe compared to company workers.
This type of asymmetry may furthermore contribute to an ‘us and them’
culture evolving between different workgroups which may undermine
interpersonal trust (Connelly & Gallagher, 2006) and, consequently, lead to
a lack of cooperation in safety-related matters between workers and
between organizations (Milch & Laumann, 2016).

In line with these considerations, a significant part of client company and
contractor interactions takes place between what Marchington et al. (2005)
has labeled boundary-spanning agents — including matters related to the
practice of formal safety management. The concept of boundary-spanning
agents revolves around the role certain individuals have in maintaining
inter-organizational relations, i.e. upholding the contract with their
counterpart organization in practice. These roles are to be found on both
sides of a given contract, i.e. on the client as well as the contractor side, and
encompass individuals on different levels within the organizations — from
top-level managers to operative coordinators handling the everyday
interactions regarding, for example, the organization of formal safety
management across companies. The actions of these agents are affected by
the stipulations made in the contract, the distribution of power between the
organizations, the overall institutional and legal frameworks regulating the
relationships, and the personal characteristics of the individuals involved.
Taken together, this will determine the nature of the relations and,
importantly, the extent to which trust develops between the parties involved
(Marchington et al., 2005). These types of trusting inter-organizational
relations are typically characterized by a number of activities taking place
between the boundary-spanning agents involved. Firstly, that they engage
in open and transparent communication with each other where inter-
organizational issues are discussed candidly. Secondly, that formal and



informal meetings are had on a regular basis with a focus on joint problem-
solving regarding the work that is supposed to be conducted. Thirdly, that
the parties engage with each other beyond the confines of the formal
contractual arrangements to some extent, for example by allowing for
certain variation in how a contractor conducts a certain task so long as it
doesn’t lead to a drop in quality in the work being conducted. Taken
together, this will strengthen the perception on both sides of the contractual
agreement of the relationship being based primarily in trust (Marchington
et al., 2005).

The role of a boundary-spanning agent is, however, potentially
contradictory in the sense that it is a matter of creating close and trusting
relations on the one hand while, simultaneously, ensure that the formal
aspects of the contractual agreement are upheld and the interests of one’s
own organization is placed first. In the safety domain, this could include
ensuring that formal roles and responsibilities are upheld as a way of not
only promoting workplace safety but also to avoid liability in the event of
an accident occurring. If these formal aspects come to dominate the
relationship, this may lead to a certain distance in the everyday interactions.
A client company-contractor arrangement is also primarily an economic
relationship so a given boundary-spanning agent on the client side may opt
to use the overall power of the organization in the interactions with the
contractor in question. This may especially the case when there is an
economic imbalance between the companies, for example when a
contractor is in a position of dependency towards a client company,
something that eventually may make it difficult for open and trusting
relations to develop if the demands and overall power of one of the parties
becomes too dominant (Marchington et al., 2005).

2. Research design

The empirical basis for the study emanates from a larger research project
conducted in the Swedish mining industry between 2013 and 2016, with a
focus on formal safety management on multi-employer worksites. The
present paper focuses on workshops, participant observations and a
document study conducted at different intervals during this period at both
company and industry-wide levels. The study was designed to be
explorative and inductive, which is appropriate in those cases when there is
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a lack of previous research on the phenomenon in question (Elo & Kyngis,
2008).

The data was collected in three separate empirical settings:
(1) Safety conference

The first two workshops, arranged by the author in connection to a safety
conference in the northern part of Sweden in March of 2014, revolved
around two main themes: 1) contractor workers’ psychosocial work
environment while conducting work for a client (workshop 1), and 2)
interactions between client companies and contractors in safety-related
matters (workshop 2). The approximately 150 attendees of the conference
were generally client company managers, supervisors and safety specialists
from the Swedish heavy industry sector as a whole, with a substantial
number coming from mining companies given the dominant position that
particular industry sector has in the region. Both workshops were designed
to capture the experiences of the participants regarding interactions with
contractors in general and in relation to health and safety management in
particular, with an emphasis on the safety-related aspects. The attendees
were divided into groups with an average of 10 persons per group and the
author had prepared discussion points for each theme such as: what kind of
psychosocial risks exists in contractors’ work environment (workshop 1),
and, what kind of safety-related issues have you seen arising between your
organization and contractors that are hired (workshop 2)? The workshops
lasted for an hour and a half and field notes were taken by the author
focusing on the discussions in the different groups.

(2) Mining company

Participant observations were conducted at meetings held within a mining
company on three separate occasions in November of 2013, November of
2014 and June of 2015, respectively, which also included access to the
protocols from these gatherings and other relevant material (e.g.
PowerPoint presentations). The meetings were organized by a development
group within the company responsible for matters related to safety in multi-
employer arrangements within the company’s operations. This included
revising the rules and procedures that come into effect in these instances
and preparing suggestions for how the company’s overall safety strategies
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and related working methods could be improved. Given that the company’s
operations stretched over different geographical locations, the meetings
were held over the Internet in group video chats and involved managers
and specialists from different mining sites and departments (e.g. health and
safety, quality, communications). The meetings lasted on average one hour
and a half and were recorded with notes simultaneously being taken by the
author.

(3) Industry trade association

Focusing on the development work conducted by the mining companies’
trade association, a workshop was also arranged with a sub-committee
within the trade association in September of 2015. The group formally
consisted of seven representatives from the trade association’s member
organizations (including one contractor) and one person working directly
for the trade association itself, although only five individuals were present
during the workshop. All of the participants worked as safety specialists in
some capacity within the different member organizations. The group had
been tasked with developing general recommendations aimed at the trade
association’s member organizations regarding the hiring of, and working
with, contractors. The workshop revolved around the work the sub-
committee had conducted up to that point and more broader issues that they
had encountered in their respective companies in terms of client company-
contractor interactions in safety-related matters. These issues were also
discussed in relation to a short lecture held by the author regarding
previous research on safety on multi-employer worksites. Field notes were
continuously collected by the author during the six and a half hour long
workshop, which were typed up immediately following the conclusion of
the session. Access was also granted to various documents that the sub-
committee had produced regarding the development work in question.

Overall, the focus of the data collection was thus on gathering insider
accounts (Smith & Elger, 2012) on key areas regarding safety, formal
safety management and the development work conducted in the industry,
with the assumption that certain occupational roles and functions (e.g.
safety specialists and the trade association sub-committee) would have
specialized knowledge of these matters. The data collected from the three
workshops and the participant observations was analyzed separately and



inductively through an analysis of the manifest content, with the codes and
overarching categories being developed from the data itself rather than
through a pre-arranged categorization matrix, as recommended by Elo and
Kyngis (2008).

3. Results

3.1. Broader client company perspectives

An overall theme during the two workshops at the safety conference was
the dominant position clients typically have in these types of work
organizations, regardless of heavy industry sector, and its consequences.
Specifically, the clients were seen as always ‘being right’ in the sense that
contractors ultimately had to bend to the will of the one that had awarded
them the contract, i.e. the dominant party in what fundamentally is a
business relationship. Under the most favorable circumstances this meant
that contractors were on par with the client companies’ own personnel in
terms of status and rights, i.e. that they were treated as equals in relation to
the existing workforce in the facilities. However, there were also cases of
status  discrepancies between in-house personnel and contractor
workgroups, with the latter being easier to ‘get rid of” if problems were to
arise in relation to the work they were conducting. In other words, in-house
personnel were protected to a larger extent compared to contractors that
could just be asked not to come back to the company in question —
something that ultimately may hamper transparency and effective
communication and information sharing between a client and its
contractors, including on safety-related matters. Contractors were thus seen
as risking ending up in a position of dependency towards a given client
company which, directly or indirectly, may have consequences for overall
safety.

An adjacent issue mentioned and discussed by the participants was that
contractors regularly were hired to perform work tasks that had to be
conducted quickly, such as during production shutdowns for repair and
maintenance, which also carried implications for safety. Contractor
managers and supervisors were seen as striving to keep the deadlines in
general, something that, however, also meant that matters related to safety
risked becoming a secondary priority compared to conducting the work
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itself as quickly and as efficiently as possible due to time constraints.
Connected to this was the matter of some contractor workers being paid
“piece-rate wages” which may contribute to a hastened work pace. Overall,
this meant that both contractor employers and managers and client
company representatives were seen as playing a role in creating the stress
that contractor workforces sometimes experienced. Emphasis was
furthermore placed on the challenge that client companies regularly faced
in terms of encouraging risk-awareness in multi-employer arrangements
and to get contractors to actively take responsibility and communicate to
the clients when problems arose in the work they were conducting.

In order to remedy these issues the importance of clients establishing more
long-lasting relationships with contractors was underlined as a means of
developing closer relationships and more effective communication
practices. The contractors that are hired, in turn, should have well-
developed management practices, such as ensuring that their workers have
the necessary skills and competencies to conduct the work at hand, as well
as documented proof of overall sound business practices. All employees,
regardless of formal employer, should also receive the same or similar
safety training. Considerable importance was, furthermore, placed on
making sure that the operative coordinators working for the clients, i.e. the
individuals responsible for the day-to-day communication and interaction
with contractors, have the necessary competence for conducting these
tasks. The general success of client company-contractor relationships was
thus seen as being dependent upon on clients visibly showing an interest in
safety issues by, for example, having company representatives present
during the conduction of the outsourced tasks and making a conscious
effort to be role models by advocating safety. The manner in which client
company personnel interacted with contractors was consequently singled
out as important in order to create a shared view on safety between
different organizations.

3.2. Focus areas within a mining company

The matter of client company-contractor interactions had become a
particular focus area within one specific mining company. Since 2010 the
matter of safety on multi-employer worksites had been a permanent feature
within its broader safety program. Although the safety of contractors had
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been discussed since the inception of the overall program in 2005, these
issues really came into focus in early 2010 when two contractor workers
were involved in a fatal accident within the company. In the autumn of the
same year, a special position was appointed at the company occupational
health services that would be in charge of investigating how matters related
to coordination between the company and its contractors could be
improved. In 2011, the report of this investigation was presented to the
Work Environment Committee, i.e. the main decision body in the company
regarding safety issues, in which a number of challanges were underlined.
One significant issue was that there was a need of developing and
streamlining the internal processes within the mining company itself when
it came to outsourcing. Different departments and divisions had developed
their own partly unique ways of working with contractors which presented
some problems in the sense that it had led to a lack of a shared perspective
on these issues within the company as a whole. In other words, the
investigation underlined that there was a need of strengthening both
‘external collaboration’ and ‘internal collaboration’ where the success of
the former was seen as hinging on the success of the latter. A starting point
was consequently that the company needed to oversee its own practices,
including clarifying the roles and responsibilities internally in its own
organization. This mainly revolved around the legal responsibility that the
company had in terms of coordination and implementing general safety
measures on multi-employer worksites, by virtue of being in control over
the facilities in which the outsourced work took place. However, besides
streamlining the practices out at the ‘work floor’ where the actual
outsourcing occurred, the importance of clarifying the wider roles within
the company was also underlined in the investigation. This included, for
instance, a focus on the responsibilities of the purchasing department for
ensuring that contractors adhered to the stipulations made in the contracts,
including the safety requirements.

In order to facilitate this broader approach, a special development group
was eventually formed in 2012 where the different stakeholders within the
company had the opportunity to discuss these issues in a shared forum for
the first time. This group was also placed in charge of developing
suggestions for the Work Environment Committee for how the company as
a whole could improve formal safety management in relation to the multi-
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employer worksites. Similarly to the views expressed during the workshops
at the safety conference in 2014, significant focus was thus placed on the
practices within the mining company itself and that improving these was a
necessary part of making coordination and communication more stable and
efficient — and, by extension, increasing safety on the multi-employer
worksites. A problem connected to this, however, was that there were
frequently uncertainties regarding what the mining company coordination
responsibility and the contractor employers’ own responsibility actually
entailed, as required by the legal framework for health and safety. For
instance, according to members of the group, there was a tendency among
mining company personnel, during the everyday interactions with the
contractors, to overstep boundaries in terms of taking charge of issues that
the contractor employers themselves were legally responsible for. This
included investigating accidents that occurred among contractors as well as
actively fixing safety-related issues that didn’t fall under the general
mandate of client company coordination. These types of breaches in
procedures and protocols were singled out as especially problematic and
eventually resulted in the development of a specific course that each
mining company employee that handled day-to-day interactions with
contractors had to take detailing what their duties entailed from a legal
standpoint. As for the contractors themselves and the lack of understanding
on their part of what their responsibilities consisted of (as perceived by the
group members), the solution that the group decided on was to develop a
handbook where these particular issues were collected and clarified. In
early 2015, the handbook was finalized and made a mandatory document
that each contractor employer had to consult when conducting work within
the company.

As stated in the very beginning of the handbook:

The contractor handbook can be used by different stakeholders, but
is primarily targeted at the contractor’s management who are
responsible for carrying out systematic self-regulation to ensure that
the work assignments are carried out in accordance with applicable
laws and regulations. (Author’s translation)
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Same as the course developed for their own personnel, the focus on
contractors was thus mainly on clarifying their formal roles, i.e. the group
took it upon itself to interpret what the employer responsibility of
contractors consisted of according to the legal framework for health and
safety (as compared to client company coordination responsibility) and
specified these in a document. The approach that the mining company had
taken was thus mainly centered on clarifying and consolidating the
practices within the company itself on the one hand and clarifying the
safety rules, procedures and responsibilities that apply to contractors on the
other hand, targeting contractor employers and their managers and
supervisors in particular. These two aspects were viewed by members of
the group as being equally important in order to create conditions for actual
responsibility-taking and, as an effect, strengthen safety-related
communication among and between the companies involved.

3.3. Trade association recommendations

In 2015, the trade association made safety on multi-employer worksites a
key focus area of its own with the establishment of a special sub-committee
that would focus on outsourcing practices in the industry as a whole and its
consequences for safety. Leading members from the development group
within the above mining company were also a part of this committee,
which meant that the specific focus areas they had helped to develop also
came to have an impact on the perspectives that the trade association would
take in its own development work on these issues.

During the workshop held with the sub-committee in September of 2015
focus was, as mentioned previously, on the work the members had
conducted on establishing industry-wide recommendations for what client
companies should consider in the process of hiring and working with
contractors, from the initial signing of the contract to post-work evaluation.
According to the group, well-functioning outsourcing practices that also
promote safety on the emerging multi-employer worksites are primarily
characterized by the following aspects:

e C(lear stipulations and requirements in the contracts that are signed
with contractors regarding the planning, execution and completion of
the tasks
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e C(Clear communication channels between clients and contractors as
well as well-defined roles

e Information and communication about health and safety risks in the
industrial facilities and the risks involved in the actual performance
of the work

e A clear distinction between employer responsibility and coordination
responsibility

e Established forums and activities for coordination and collaboration
between client company coordinators and contractor managers and
supervisors

e High-level competence and experience among all parties involved

Particular emphasis was consequently placed on clarifying the interactions
between clients and contractors on a management level, including
developing specific competency profiles for the different roles that come
into effect during these situations — echoing the opinions expressed during
both the 2014 workshops and the perspectives taken within the specific
mining company. The members of the sub-committee had found that this
problem of making a clear distinction between what should fall under the
employer responsibility of contractors and coordination responsibility of
clients, respectively, was prevalent in the industry as a whole, and that the
trade association should take it upon itself to suggest definitions and
descriptions of what each actually entailed. A matrix had consequently
been developed detailing what was seen as the most important functions
and tasks related to the different responsibilities (Table 1). Similarly also to
the workshops conducted in 2014, members of the sub-committee
underlined that contractor workers risked being treated differently
compared to the client companies’ own personnel. There was, in other
words, often a difference between these groups in terms of the status and
rights each affiliation entailed. Given client companies’ power and position
over the shared worksites emerging within the industry, it was seen as
important that clients develop and encourage practices promoting equal
treatment regardless of employer. According to the group, one step in this
direction would then be to establish industry-wide recommendations for
standardized client company practices regarding the hiring of contractors,
including clarifying the division of responsibilities related to formal safety
management. This may equal the ‘playing field’ to a certain extent and lay
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the foundation for more transparent and effective interaction and

communication between client company management and contractor
management in safety-related matters.

Table 1. Division of responsibilities and related functions and tasks as suggested by the
trade association sub-committee.

Coordination responsibility
(operative coordinator
duties)

Employer responsibility
(contractor management
duties)

Individual responsibility
(worker duties)

Coordinate and schedule the
work tasks so that health and
safety-risks are minimized.

Issue permits to contractors.

Ensure that the client company
work equipment that is used by
contractors is safe.

Assess the risks in the facilities
in which the work is taking
place and the risks that may
emerge between different
companies

Remedy and conduct follow-
up checks on the risks that are
identified in the facilities or
risks that emerge due to the
involvement of multiple
companies.

Ensure that the company and its
personnel follow rules and
regulations.

Ensure that the personnel have
the right competence.

Issue permits to the personnel.

Ensure that the work equipment
is safe.

Ensure that personal protective
equipment is available.

Assess work-specific risks and

communicate these to the client
operative coordinator and to its
own personnel.

Remedy and conduct follow-up
checks on the risks that are
identified in the work
environment that affect the
personnel.

Cooperate with the
employer to improve the
work environment.

Report all the deficiencies
in the work environment to
the supervisor.

Participate in the measures
taken to reduce the risks.

Follow rules and
regulations.

Follow the supervisors’
instructions.

Make sure that other
workers are not exposed to
risks.
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4. Discussion

Previous research has shown that client company practices are especially
pertinent to consider in relation to safety on multi-employer worksites
given that these companies are the one constant in what otherwise tend to
be fluid types of work organizations (Nygren et al., 2017). This places them
in a unique position to implement measures covering a given multi-
employer worksite as a whole, i.e. it points to the possibility of also using
these types of work arrangements, through the actions of the most
dominant parties, as a means of reducing the detrimental effects for safety
that outsourcing may bring (Walters & James, 2011).

Over the last few years, the proposed solutions for improving safety on
multi-employer worksites in the Swedish mining industry have mainly
come to target the roles and responsibilities for formal safety management.
One particular mining company has made significant strides towards
addressing these issues, with both an internal focus on its own processes,
practices and responsibilities and an external focus on the responsibilities
of contractors as these have been defined by the health and safety laws and
regulations. Within the industry trade association, particular emphasis has
likewise been placed on developing industry-wide recommendations for
clients for the practice of hiring of contractors targeting, among other
things, how the different responsibilities and associated functions and tasks
should be divided. These findings indicate that the challenges that the
Swedish mining industry has been facing correspond to certain
disorganization effects emerging as a consequence of outsourcing,
something that has been identified in different industry sectors world-wide
in recent decades (see Mayhew et al., 1997; Milch & Laumann, 2016;
Quinlan & Bohle, 2008). More specifically, it has been a matter of finding
ways of combating the fragmentation of the management of organizational
processes due to outsourcing and establishing a foundation for
responsibility-taking in the legal sense and, subsequently, more efficient
communication and information flow on management levels between
organizations. It could be said that a goal has been to improve what Milch
and Laumann (2016) has called the coordination of organizational
interfaces in multi-employer arrangements, i.e. the functions where client
company and contractor representatives interact as a consequence of the
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contractual relationship. This notion of clarification and, as it were,
equaling the ‘playing field’” between the companies involved, indicate that
there are deep-seated views within the industry that safety-related problems
are to a significant extent connected to a lack of knowledge among both the
mining companies themselves and their contractors of what each of their
respective responsibilities entail. This is seen as having contributed to a
failure of formal safety management and cross-company communication
which ultimately may contribute to accidents and injuries occurring —
especially among contractor workers.

However, these initiatives can also be viewed as a matter of clarifying the
conditions for what Marchington et al. (2005) calls boundary-spanning
agents in inter-organizational contracting. The boundary-spanning agent,
i.e. the role certain individuals (e.g. coordinators, managers, supervisors)
have in a given contractual arrangement in maintaining inter-organizational
relations, has been conceptualized as primarily being something formal. In
other words, the development work has had an aim to further clarify and
base these roles in the legal requirements regarding the responsibility that
client companies (and, by extension, the duties of their operative
coordinators) have vis-a-vis those of the contractors that are hired.
Although this may reduce some of the detrimental effects of
disorganization in terms of establishing a more pronounced division of
roles and responsibilities, a number of issues still remain. For example, in
line with Marchington et al. (2005) this type of one-sided focus on
formality where one of the organizations, i.e. the client company, also
regularly is in a dominating position may not necessarily lead to transparent
communication practices and trusting relations in the end — a lack of which
has shown to be problematic when it comes to safety in multi-employer
arrangements (Milch & Laumann, 2016). Rather, it may lead to a certain
distance in the relations with increased pressure being placed on the
boundary-spanning agents on the often dominant, client side of the
relationship to ensure that the counterpart organization comply with the
formal requirements. Consequently, if the relations come to revolve around
a constant monitoring of how well contractors perform with regards to
formal safety management, this may in turn undermine those specific
conditions on which trusting relations tend to be based on, such as open
and candid communication, regular informal problem-solving activities, as
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well as a certain level of engagement between the parties involved beyond
the confines of the formal contractual arrangements. The focus on
clarifying roles and responsibilities may thus paradoxically lead to a
furthering of distance between the parties involved, something that
ultimately carries implications for how well overall formal safety
management is organized and practiced.

Yet, complicating matters further, the increased focus on the duties of
boundary-spanning agents on the client side can also place extra pressure
on the work these individuals perform out at the ‘frontline’ in terms of
making sure that the work conducted by contractors operates smoothly and
within the scheduled timeframe. Besides ensuring that general safety
measures are implemented on the worksite as a whole, these operative
coordinators are in charge of scheduling the various work tasks so that they
can function independently and safely in relation to any other adjacent
work being conducted, i.e. it is also a matter of coordinating the actual
work being conducted in a given shared worksite. An equally important
aspect to consider is thus the risk of it effectively leading to company
personnel, directly or indirectly, intervening in the internal processes of a
given contractor as a means of ensuring efficient operations. As mentioned
both in relation to the mining company and during the workshop held with
the trade association sub-committee, there had been difficulties in making a
clear distinction between which functions and tasks that should fall under
the employer responsibility of contractors and the coordination
responsibility of clients, respectively, with mining company personnel
taking charge of issues that the contractor employers themselves in
actuality were legally responsible for. This was assumed to be connected to
a lack of understanding and competence; however, it may also be a matter
of these boundary-spanning agents trespassing on these areas as a means of
ensuring that deadlines are held and production activities are not disturbed
— issues that could be aggravated with the further pressure being placed on
client company boundary-spanners to monitor, and by extension ensure,
contractor performances.

4.1. Conclusion

The discrepancies in accident rates in the Swedish mining industry between
contractor workers and in-house personnel have contributed to the matter
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of safety management becoming a prioritized area with measures taken to
clarify the division of responsibilities, as interpreted in accordance with the
legal requirements. Although potentially effective in combating some of
the problems related to disorganization, further research should hone in on
the consequences of implementing changes where the client company-
contractor relations become dictated and characterized by strict and formal
legal requirements. In particular, focus can be placed on the consequences
of this for the boundary-spanning agents that ultimately are responsible for
maintaining inter-organizational relations from the different sides of a
given contract. A number of hypotheses are suggested in this article that
could be explored further, for example through case studies designed to be
sensitive to potential power asymmetries and how these relations are
handled from the point of view of more dominant and dominated boundary-
spanning agents respectively.
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Occupational health and safety on multi-employer
worksites: the extent and nature of the client’s
responsibility

Magnus Nygren, Luled University of Technology, Lulea, Sweden

ABSTRACT

This article takes its starting point in the occupational health and safety (OHS)
responsibility of client companies in relation to multi-employer worksites in
Swedish working life. On the basis of an analysis of documents published by the
Swedish Work Environment Authority (SWEA), as well as interviews with one
of SWEA’s inspectors and key informants from a mining company outsourcing
work, this article investigates how clients’ OHS responsibility and its associated
functions and tasks are conceived of, and handled by, these parties and what the
consequences of changed regulations may be in terms of the dynamics between
client companies and contractors. The analysis shows that both how legal
demands have been applied and the blurredness of organizational boundaries
due to outsourcing may play key roles in terms of confusing this responsibility.
SWEA has also sought to further change the legal demands being placed on
client companies, something that ultimately may be problematic given the power
asymmetry and blurredness of organizational boundaries between client
companies and contractors.

KEY WORDS
Mining industry / multi-employer worksites / occupational health and safety /
outsourcing / regulatory spaces / Swedish Work Environment Authority

Introduction

With tentative beginnings in the early 1970’s, the contracting out of work tasks
has now become standard practice in various industry sectors worldwide
(Quinlan & Bohle, 2008). This practice, generally referred to as outsourcing, has
led to the emergence of multi-employer worksites where contractors perform
various types of services within client companies. This is commonly seen as
leading to increased complexity when it comes to occupational health and safety
(OHS) management — especially in industries that traditionally have been high-
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risk when it comes to occupational accidents, such as mining and construction
(Radomsky et al., 2001). On these sites, work processes regularly overlap which
has increased the need for coordination and cooperation, i.e. each party must be
particularly vigilant to make sure that risks aren’t spread between the different
work groups (Nenonen & Vasara, 2013). In effect, the ambition of a client
company to outsource certain tasks as a means of decreasing risk and increasing
profitability has resulted in new forms of OHS-related risks instead (James et al.,
2007).

The general consequences of outsourcing for OHS caught the attention of
researchers in the mid-1990’s when these practices started to become available
for empirical research in a broader range of industries. Based on a study of four
different industries in Australia (construction, transport, hospitality, and
childcare), Mayhew et al. (1997) suggested four features connected to
outsourcing as being crucial influences on OHS:

e Economic and reward factors

e The (in)ability of the workers to organize to protect themselves
e Inadequate regulatory control

e Disorganization

The first category (economic and reward factors) involves contractors often
lacking the capacity or willingness to devote resources to OHS management due
to other more pressing economic concerns, which by extension may contribute
to hazardous work practices. The second category (inability to organize)
revolves around the notion that union activity is crucial when it comes to
upholding safe working conditions. This is, however, something that often is
lacking among contractor workers that choose not, or don’t have the ability, to
actively engage in unions (Johnstone et al., 2001). The third category
(inadequate regulatory control) refers to the extent to which OHS regulations —
including the work of responsible government agency inspectors — have become
both inefficient and insufficient in the wake of increased outsourcing in various
industries. The fourth category (disorganization) concerns a broad spectrum of
problems related to the complex relationships that characterize contracting
arrangements involving multiple companies, including ambiguity in the division
of responsibilities for OHS-related functions and tasks, communication
breakdowns and substandard information flow.



More recent studies have expanded on these categories. In a literature review of
safety challenges in inter-organizational arrangements, Milch and Laumann
(2016) found that contractor workers regularly lack important knowledge of the
site-specific risks and hazards within client company facilities, as well as not
receiving the necessary safety training for the task at hand. The matter of
interpersonal distrust, tension and conflict among workers from different
organizations was also underlined as making overall safety standards more
difficult to uphold. Quinlan and Bohle (2008) further emphasized the problems
connected to disorganization and inadequate regulatory control, such as
outsourcing undermining existing regimes due to OHS regulations traditionally
being designed for relatively large workforces within vertically integrated
organizations. Recognizing the need for strategies to combat disorganization,
other studies have focused on what client companies can do in terms of
participating in safety programs together with their contractors (Votano &
Sunindijo, 2014), informing contractors about work-specific hazards (Calizaya
et al.,, 2008), and ensuring client company dominance over the work
organization as a means of reducing disorganization effects (Hui et al., 2008).
Overall, the manner in which more powerful organizations establish control over
a given multi-employer worksite may fundamentally counter forces of
disorganization by ‘being central to the process of setting standards that are
imposed upon less powerful organizations within the network’ (Marchington et
al., 2005, p. 40).

In Sweden, the issue of OHS regulations in outsourcing and ‘pyramid’ (i.e.
multi-tiered) subcontracting, and the need for extended client company
responsibility, has been a prominent focus area in recent years. On assignment
from the government, the Swedish Work Environment Authority (SWEA) has
conducted an extensive investigation into these matters — the results of which
will inform the potential changes being made to relevant regulations in the
coming years. A special focus has thus been placed on what responsibility client
companies should have when it comes to ensuring that OHS-related issues are
taken into consideration in multi-employer work arrangements. With a starting
point in this development in Swedish working life, the purpose of the article is
to describe and analyze the OHS responsibility of client companies in relation to
multi-employer worksites. The main research question is: how is OHS
responsibility and its associated functions and tasks conceived of and handled by
SWEA as well as among companies that outsource work? For the second part, a
mining company serves as the empirical example.

3



The article is organized in the following way. Firstly, the theoretical framework
is described focusing on the matter of regulation and the spaces, processes and
actors involved, followed by the materials and methodology used for the study.
After this, the findings are presented focusing on: 1) the current legal
requirements and the results of SWEA’s investigation, and 2) a case study of
how functions and tasks connected to OHS responsibility have been conceived
of and handled by a client company outsourcing work. The paper concludes by
analyzing and discussing the results with a special focus on the regulatory space
concerned with OHS, in light of the conditions that characterize some multi-
employer arrangements.

Theoretical framework

According to Quinlan and Bohle (2008) government agencies worldwide have
been slow in responding to the problems of OHS in outsourcing/subcontracting
and have overall maintained a legal framework aimed at predominately
vertically integrated organizations. As mentioned above, however, the
development in Sweden could be said to be one of the exceptions to this, where
the matter of OHS in outsourcing has received significant attention by the
responsible agency over the years. Overall, the legal framework overlying
working life issues plays a significant part in shaping organizational dynamics
and inter-personal relationships, as well as being shaped by how these dynamics
and relationships develop (Marchington et al., 2005). In other words, in order to
get a broader view of the development of OHS-related practices in multi-
employer arrangements, it is important to focus on both policy and regulatory
initiatives instigated by the responsible government agency and how they affect,
and are affected by, the contexts and actors targeted by these initiatives.

To facilitate this type of an analysis, the article applies an analytical framework
developed by MacKenzie and Lucio (2014, 2016) focusing on the complexity of
regulation in general and regulatory change in particular. This framework goes
beyond the traditional notion of regulation being concerned specifically with the
creation and enforcement of stipulated rules by specific government agencies,
including those focusing on OHS-related matters. Instead, the matter of
regulation of employment-related socio-economic activity is seen as being made
up of a variety of sites, spaces and levels involving a wide array of actors that,
besides government agencies, include company management and any other actor
that has some kind of influence in the regulatory processes taking place.



A first distinction that can be made is the site where these different regulatory
actors fundamentally interact and which eventually lead to regulatory outcomes
through the interaction of the actors involved (MacKenzie & Lucio, 2016).
These sites, in turn, are situated in a larger regulatory space or ‘a recognised
boundary of jurisdiction for the regulatory processes in question’ (MacKenzie &
Lucio, 2016, p. 9). In these spaces, certain actors tend to have their own specific
spheres of jurisdiction in which they carry the most influence. MacKenzie and
Lucio (2014) give the example of management and unions that are active within
a given regulatory space while, simultaneously, having clearly demarcated areas
of responsibility and influence. Overall, various spaces exist at both micro and
macro levels focusing on, for instance, concrete organizational issues on a
workplace level (i.e. micro) and general policy issues by government agencies
(i.e. macro). Although the spaces on the different levels have their own unique
characteristics these levels nevertheless tend to be significantly inter-woven,
such as the relationship between company management in a given organization
and the trade union in the same workplace — a relationship that may be heavily
influenced by the policy and regulatory processes of various government bodies
on a macro level. These latter processes aimed at regulatory change deserve
particular attention, since the end-result of such initiatives cannot a priori be
assumed to be problem-free but rather may lead to a wide array of outcomes on
the micro level (MacKenzie & Lucio, 2014). Connected to this is also that even
though the actors tend to operate within their own spheres of jurisdiction and
influence, this is not something that is perennially fixed and unchangeable.
Rather, the regulatory responsibility may switch between different actors within
a space or even be transferred to entirely new, incoming actors. This transfer of
regulatory responsibility could be consensual in nature, i.e. negotiated between
the parties involved, or forced through interventions performed by, for example,
a state body (MacKenzie & Lucio, 2016). This particular aspect is also a key
issue highlighted in this article, with a focus on one specific government agency
responsible for health and safety issues, namely SWEA.

A final distinction that can be made is that this vast terrain of regulatory spaces
and processes may involve both formal and informal regulatory actors
(MacKenzie & Lucio, 2016). An historical example of this mentioned by
MacKenzie and Lucio (2016) is the informal role that unions traditionally have
played in, for example, British working life in relation to the management of
production on a workplace level — something that the companies tended to
accept due to it not being a threat to their own formal mandate and overall
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corporate control. Another example is the more or less accepted role that
organized crime has had in some countries at various times when the regulatory
capacity of the state itself has been underdeveloped. The informal may thus go
hand in hand with the formal in a symbiotic fashion if it serves the purpose of
facilitating, or rather governing, social and economic reproduction. However,
when the informal regulatory roles are deemed as no longer being effective in
the continued governance of a given space, processes may come into play with
the explicit goal of incorporating, formalizing or even removing the informal
influence, i.e. a transfer of regulatory responsibility (MacKenzie & Lucio,
2016).

Materials and methods

The empirical material for the study emanates from a larger research project
conducted in the Swedish mining industry between 2013 and 2016, with a focus
on formal safety management on multi-employer worksites. The present study,
which focuses on the government agency and client company perspectives
specifically, was designed to be explorative and inductive, which is appropriate
in those cases when there is a lack of previous studies on the phenomenon in
question (Elo & Kyngés, 2008). This includes an account of the legal
requirements in Swedish working life and an analysis of an investigation
conducted by SWEA (2014) on behalf of the Swedish government on the matter
of OHS responsibility in outsourcing and contracting. It also includes in-depth
interviews with 12 key informants (two women and 10 men) from a mining
company that were involved in formal OHS coordination, i.e. the general
measures taken to ensure and promote health and safety on multi-employer
worksites, in a managerial capacity or working as specialists supporting these
managers and their team in their work. One in-depth interview was also carried
out with an inspector from SWEA that had substantial experience of conducting
inspections in the mining industry.

The interviews lasted between one and a half to two and a half hours and were
mainly conducted on-site at the company in question in late 2013, early 2014,
and early 2015. Due to difficulties in getting to the physical location of three of
the informants at the mining complex, these interviews were conducted over the
phone. The interview with the inspector took place at an office belonging to
SWEA at a separate location in the summer of 2014. In the case of the mining
company informants, open-ended questions were asked covering two broad and



significantly interwoven topics: 1) work organization on multi-employer
worksites, and 2) formal health and safety practices, with an emphasis on the
safety-related aspects. The first topic covered issues such as the extent of
outsourcing and inter-organizational and inter-personal relations on multi-
employer worksites. The second topic revolved around the challenges the
company had encountered in terms of safety in these types of work
arrangements and the informants’ experiences of coordination practices within
the company. Although an interview guide was used, it was consequently not a
matter of strict two-part interviews but rather a more open and unstructured
approach (Sanders, 2010) was taken where follow-up questions and answers
determined the direction of each respective interview, although guided by these
two broad topics. The interview with the inspector followed similar themes,
focusing on the inspections that had been conducted at the company in question
and, primarily, how coordination was practiced. All of the interviews were
recorded and transcribed.

A thematic analysis was conducted in line with Braun and Clarke (2006) and
inspired by the analytical approach taken by Nordlof et al. (2015). The focus was
on the explicit meanings of the data and inductive in the sense that the codes and
subsequent themes were developed from the data itself, rather than decided in
advance through the use of a pre-planned coding template based on, for
example, established themes or theories from previous research (Braun &
Clarke, 2006). Initially, the interview transcripts from the informants from the
mining company were read through multiple times during which preliminary
impressions and ideas for codes were written down. The coding consequently
proceeded diversely, although focusing on issues related to the general topic of
‘OHS responsibility’. Following this, codes consisting of succinct extracts or
sentences were collated into overall themes that were checked against the
collected data set as a whole (i.e. all the interview transcripts). The same
analytical process was also applied to the transcript from the interview with the
inspector, i.e. focus was on finding patterns of meaning (Braun & Clarke, 2006)
in connection to the overall subject matter being explored. In addition to this,
documents from the mining company were analyzed thematically, including a
health and safety handbook developed by the company targeted at all external
personnel entering the mining and mining-related operations to conduct work.



Findings
Legal requirements

In Swedish working life, when two or more companies are active within the
same worksite, joint OHS issues must considered and subsequent management
activities organized and coordinated. There are two main types of coordination
that come with partly different requirements (SWEA, 2011):

1. Coordination on permanent establishments. In the mining industry, this
would entail shared worksites in the actual production itself, such as in
underground mining operations

2. Coordination in construction and civil engineering work. In the studied
mining company, there were also a number of ongoing projects of various
sizes and scopes involving contractors

When a permanent establishment is a shared worksite for several companies, the
company that is in control of the setting — usually the one that owns the property
or facility — must take on the role of coordinator responsible for general OHS
activities, such as implementing physical safeguards and issuing overall OHS
rules and procedures. This also includes ensuring the scheduling of the activities
taking place within the multi-employer worksite so that the various tasks do not
pose risks to each other. Likewise, during construction and civil engineering-
related work, the developer or client must appoint two separate coordinators,
one for the planning and design stage and one for the actual execution of the
project. This form of coordination is thus distinct from the one required for
permanent establishments, given the specifically formulated coordination roles
for planning/design and the project execution phase, respectively.

This may be compared to the responsibility of each employer, i.e. according to
the Work Environment Act and related provisions, a given employer always has
the main responsibility for the health and safety of its own workers and must
conduct its own systematic control of their work environment. This is also the
case when a contractor performs work within a client company’s facilities — a
client company that, in turn, usually also has a workforce of its own over which
it has the main employer responsibility. In practice, it is thus a matter of finding
a balance between two different types of OHS responsibility and their associated



functions and tasks, i.e. the OHS coordination of clients over the shared
worksite as whole and contractor employer OHS management for each
respective company workforce.

Changing legal requirements

The matter of how far a given client company’s responsibility should extend has
been discussed by various government committees and agencies in Sweden
since the 1980’s. For example, in an official government report from 1990 it is
concluded that:

The employer that is hired to perform contract work often has difficulties in
affecting the work environment on the permanent establishment [i.e. the
facilities of the client company — author’s note]... It is therefore desirable
that the responsibility of the client company is equated with the responsibility
of the contractor, so that both the client company and the contractor can be
the target for the Work Inspection’s injunctions and restrictions. (SOU
1990:49, p. 101-102, author’s translation)

More recently, the issue of a need for extended client company responsibility
has also been the focus of an investigation conducted by SWEA (2014). In the
report, the agency concludes that there has been a development in the last
decades towards increased outsourcing and subcontracting in various industry
sectors. This, in turn, has led to the work environment of contractor workers to a
large extent being dependent on the company that is actually in control of the
context in which work is taking place. Contractors are, in other words, seen as
heavily dependent on the clients and may thus not actively be able to take charge
of their own work environment. The emergence of subcontracting chains may
also lead to unclear responsibilities at the lower tiers in particular, as well as
leading to numerous “clients” on different levels.

With these issues in mind, SWEA (2014) describes how the legal framework has
been adapted over the years so as to make it possible to place certain
complementary responsibility on the parties that actually control the work
environment of contractor workers — keeping in mind that ultimately, the main
OHS responsibility still lays with the individual employers. Examples of these
adaptations are the changes made when the Work Environment Act was
introduced in 1978 in which OHS coordination responsibility for permanent



establishments was added, and 2009 when new coordination roles in
construction and civil engineering work were included to conform to the
demands of EU directive 92/57/EEC with regards to the implementation of
minimum OHS requirements at temporary or mobile construction sites. There
has, in other words, been certain fluidity in terms of altering laws and
regulations so as to adapt to the actual conditions in which responsibility is
being enacted, as a consequence of power asymmetries and difficulties in
separating the work environments between the parties involved on the multi-
employer worksites. Regarding the criticism that has been raised towards this
additional form of responsibility, the agency summarizes its stance as:

The argument that the responsibility of employers should not be ‘thinned out’
or become more unclear, due to other actors also having some responsibility
for the work environment, has been repeatedly raised, but has to be weighed
against the argument that the employer in these cases lacks the opportunity to
influence factors that are crucial to the work environment. (SWEA, 2014, p.
12, author’s translation)

Still, this has not led to changes being made to the Work Environment Act to
make the responsibility of client companies fully comparable to that of the
contractor employers’ in terms of OHS. This has primarily been rejected due to
the difficulties it would bring when it comes to clearly demarcating what a client
and a contractor should be responsible for in actual practice in the shared work
settings. One of the reasons for hiring contractors is also that they come with
expertise knowledge regarding certain work tasks. In these cases, it is deemed as
unreasonable to also place equal OHS responsibility on the clients when these
particular contractors may have been hired in part due to their expertise in
performing the work safely. However, an overall conclusion is still drawn by
SWEA that there is room for improvement in relevant regulations in terms of
further clarifying the coordination responsibility of a company contracting out
work tasks, with a special emphasis on construction. The construction sector has
been identified as being particularly problematic due to the proliferation of
subcontracting chains and multi-employer worksites. These perceived
improvements include altering some paragraphs in the Work Environment Act
to make it clear that the client is not only responsible for overall coordination of
the work taking place, including the implementation of general OHS measures,
but also that it should actively control that contractors are performing

10



adequately in matters related to OHS. Furthermore, it is concluded in the report
that it should be possible for SWEA to prohibit a client company (regardless of
industry sector) from hiring a contractor if conditions for health and safety are
not met. This type of an active ban would be done on an individual case basis, as
decided by SWEA. This is seen as making it possible for the agency to intervene
when there is an identified problem regarding health and safety, as well as a
means of putting pressure on client companies to make sure that they prioritize
health and safety-related matters during the procurement of contractor services
so that they will not risk a ban coming from SWEA. Rather than directly
introducing changes to the regulations placing formal responsibility on clients
comparable to those of contractor employers, SWEA consequently argues for on
the one hand clarifying the tasks associated with the coordination responsibility
and, on the other hand, giving the agency extended power to prohibit the
procurement of contractor services among client companies under certain
circumstances.

Case study of a mining company

By the mining company’s own estimate, contractors and other suppliers had
performed approximately 40 % of the total number of working hours in the
company as a whole since 2009, something that can be compared to the work
conducted by the roughly 4 500 in-house workers in the three main mining
complexes the company was operating. This influx of external parties was in
part due to the company running a number of larger construction projects during
these years, for example the construction of new hauling levels in the
underground mines, which required construction companies and mining
development specialists. Numerous contractors were, however, also active in
relation to the production itself, both in the underground mining operations and
above ground in the vast industrial plants where the raw material was processed.
This usually entailed periodical maintenance and repair work, but there were
also specialists working in connection to regular production activities on longer
contracts.

SWEA’s inspections

The inspector from SWEA had over a decade of experience conducting
inspections at the mining company in question, but also with a focus on the
numerous contractors that performed work in the various operations. When it
came to coordination practices, a problem that was mentioned was that the

11



company had been running these construction projects both above ground in
relation to ore processing plants and below ground in the mines in two of the
three main mining complexes it was operating. This meant that the company had
to organize and implement the two different forms of coordination (i.e. for
permanent establishments as well as for construction work) and that these
sometimes also overlapped — especially in those cases where construction was
taking place in direct connection to the production activities. Given that it was a
mining company and usually had to focus on coordination on permanent
establishments, there had been some issues in adapting to the new demands for
coordination in construction, in particular when it came to the specific
coordination roles and responsibility. For example, the company had been
unwilling to bring in a general contractor in some of their bigger projects, such
as in the underground mines. A presumptive general contractor would have
taken full responsibility for the projects in question and thus releasing the
company from its formal coordination roles and duties. However, the company
had instead tried to assign coordination roles to their main contractors in the
projects in question — something that didn’t fully adhere to the regulations in the
sense that any coordination work falls under the duties of the client company
itself in lack of a general contractor. This ambition to keep the formal
coordination duties internally in its own organization while, at the same time,
assign operative coordination roles to main contractors vis-a-vis the
subcontractors these companies brought in, had become a point of contention
between SWEA and the mining company. The inspector was adamant on the
point that coordination was a strict responsibility that required significant effort
on the part of the company:

I am convinced that the one who has this function and this responsibility
must be quite controlling and have a firm grip of the situation and really
make it clear when something is not acceptable and not allowed. Otherwise a
culture will develop where anything is allowed.

This presumptive ‘culture’ revolved around the notion of contractors being
problematic when it comes to OHS in general, such as smaller companies not
having enough resources to devote to formal safety management, or not being in
a position to conduct their own systematic control of the risks in the work
environments on the multi-employer worksites — echoing the specific issues that
has been underlined in SWEA’s investigation. Given this, effective and strict
coordination was seen as crucial in order to ensure that the overall OHS
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standards were upheld in the construction and civil engineering work being
conducted as well as on the permanent establishments in the mining-related
operations.

The inspector also underlined the complexities that may arise due to the
relationships between the contractors themselves, referencing work being
conducted in one of the company’s three complexes specifically. Since many of
the companies originated from the local community surrounding the operations
in question and knew each other well there was, in the inspector’s view, a
tendency among some contractor managers to ‘borrow’ employees from each
other without clearly stipulating if it was, in fact, a matter of subcontracting.
Most of these local contractors had performed work at the company at one point
or another and thus naturally had the necessary clearances to enter the facilities.
This had led the inspector to question whether the mining company always knew
who, and what constellations of companies, that entered its facilities to conduct
work:

Say that a sheet metal company needs a couple of extra guys and [the
manager]| calls up his buddies and says “Hey, can you send over four
guys?”... They probably already have access to the mining company but no
one really knows who the employer is in these situations, it is not easy for the
mining company to know or anyone.

This distinction was considered important since it may play a crucial part when
it comes to responsibility regarding OHS management. According to Swedish
OHS regulations, a potential subcontractor hired by the fictionalized sheet metal
company would have to have their own systematic control of their own
employees’ work environment in the mining operations, whereas temporarily
hired individual workers would be included in the OHS management of the
sheet metal company itself. Failing to have clearly formulated legal relationships
was consequently a risk in the sense that areas concerning responsibility for the
workers may become confused. It also complicated coordination for the mining
company since it may become difficult to know which employer that actually
should be contacted in matters related to health and safety.

Coordination in practice

Focusing primarily on one of the mining complexes (same as the one addressed
by the inspector), the mining company informants underlined the problems with
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the legal requirements differing when it came to coordination depending on both
type of work being performed (e.g. construction work or production-related
activities) as well as the contexts in which it was being conducted (e.g. in
construction projects or on permanent establishments, above or below ground).
Specifically, it was perceived as difficult to organize and implement
coordination activities in actual practice — as well as making a clear distinction
between the two different forms. One informant questioned whether SWEA
understood the situation that the mining company found itself in, having both
regular production work and numerous construction-related projects, and was
critical of law requirements for coordination that only a legal expert could fully
understand. The same informant further proposed that a reasonable course of
action would be for SWEA to discard the two separate forms and instead replace
them with one set of requirements that would apply regardless of if it was a
matter of coordination on permanent establishments or in construction and civil
engineering work.

The day-to-day coordination with a given contractor was performed by an
operative coordinator appointed by the one that had formally hired a given
contractor (e.g. the responsible operations or section manager in question).
Several informants mentioned that being an operative coordinator meant risk
stepping over the line in relation to the work the contractors were performing,
i.e. going too far in the coordination duties. This distinction of which functions
and tasks that should fall under coordination responsibility and employer
responsibility, respectively, and the risk of overstepping the boundaries of what
should actually count as the latter on the part of the contractors, had become a
primary focus area for the mining company:

You can see clear examples where we have gone too far where we have
simply undermined the OHS management even among the contractors that
had an effective system in place... If we go too far and take over certain
tasks, the contractor will relinquish its own control over it. That will be the
effect. Then we are not respecting the employer responsibility. (Safety
specialist 1)

An example of this would be the operative coordinators going too much into
detail and focusing on aspects such as if the contractor workers wore their
personal protective equipment correctly — something that should fall under
contractor manager responsibility. This took time and energy from the actual
work they were supposed to do, i.e. coordinate the more general OHS activities
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and arrangements in the shared work settings. In other words, the informants had
identified a problem with operative coordinators and other company personnel
working in connection to contractors occasionally assuming a quasi-managerial
role vis-a-vis these groups.

Clarifying the legal requirements

The above issues had led to the company developing specific education
programs for coordination, emphasizing what should be done and how by
mining company representatives in the day-to-day work, as well as how to
distinguish this from the different functions and tasks associated with employer
responsibility. Connected to this was the perceived lack of knowledge among
some contractors regarding what their own employer responsibility entailed as
well as difficulties of knowing which contractor manager or supervisor that
should be contacted when it comes to various OHS issues in subcontracting
chains:

I don’t like these coalitions [of different companies]. It’s much easier with
one [contractor]| company, one OHS organization, one management. It makes
it much easier to get direct feedback. (Safety specialist 2)

In order to remedy this uncertainty, every contractor that entered the company’s
premises was given a 36-page manual that described and summarized the OHS
rules that come into effect. In this text, the word ‘responsibility’ is used in 38
different places, mainly focusing on the responsibility of each contractor
employer over their own employees. Considerable effort had thus been made by
the mining company to make sure that there were formal distinctions in place
with respect to what should fall under the company’s own coordination
responsibility and the employer responsibility on the part of the contractors. All
in all, the matter of coordination and the different areas of responsibility were at
the forefront for the mining company both in relation to the demands being
placed on their own organization through the legal framework, but also in
relation to the everyday interactions with the contractors.

Inter-organizational and inter-personal complexity

Similar to SWEA’s inspector, a number of specific complications with regards
to inter-organizational and inter-personal interactions was also addressed by
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mining company informants. As mentioned above, many of the contractors that
were hired had emerged in and around the area surrounding the mining complex
and were to a significant extent relying on the mining company for contracts.
Some of these contractors even had their offices inside of the complex itself,
meaning that they had to register at the company entrance in order get to their
own place of work. It was also not unusual for contractor employees having
worked at the mining company for many years and thus, naturally, had close
connections to mining company employees and their work organization — with
the risk of traversing organizational boundaries in actual practice during the
conduction of work. When it came to employment arrangements on the multi-
employer worksites, a number of accounts were also given regarding the
tendency for individuals changing employers, i.e. working for the mining
company for some time and then switching to a contractor, or vice versa, or
from one contractor to another. Two of the informants had worked for a
contractor themselves, before switching to the mining company. It was also
mentioned that contractors sometimes had collaborative work arrangements that
led to uncertainties about the formal relationships between these parties, e.g. if it
was a matter of subcontracting to a specific firm or temporarily hired workers —
something that further complicated coordination practices.

Discussion

The above findings show that changes have been made to the OHS regulations
in Swedish working life in recent decades aimed at combating problems in those
situations where work has been contracted out. This has primarily led to some
extended OHS responsibility being placed on those parties that are seen as being
in control of the settings in which contractors conduct work, i.e. client
companies. It can also be seen that these added demands in terms of
coordination tasks is a complicated matter in actual practice from a client
company perspective, with the mining company informants in the study
struggling to distinguish, organize and implement coordination practices in the
complex work organization and work environments that characterize mining
operations.

All in all, an underlying key theme that can be discerned is the matter of
boundary conditions. From a legal perspective, this includes the boundaries
between different areas of responsibility, i.e. who should have responsibility for
what in these work settings and what that should entail in terms of the division
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of functions and tasks. Despite the adjustments that SWEA have made over the
years regarding the demands being placed on companies outsourcing work, an
important cornerstone continues to be the individual employer responsibility, i.e.
it is thus a matter of both fluidity and preservation; recognizing the importance
of change (i.e. placing some OHS responsibility on clients) while preserving
what is seen as a fundamental starting point for managing OHS (i.e. the
individual employer's main responsibility and duties). Seen from the
perspectives of the mining company informants, however, this has led to
problems with respect to the ability of company personnel to make a clear
difference between their own duties and the duties of a given contractor in actual
practice. The same goes for making a distinction between the two different
forms of coordination themselves and how to organize and implement these
functions and tasks.

When it comes to the consequences of outsourcing itself for the division of
responsibilities, this could in turn be connected to the blurring of organizational
boundaries. The nature of contract work, perhaps especially in those cases where
it is a matter of contractors regularly performing work for the same client for
many years, may lead to blurred boundaries in a multitude of ways: local
contractors regularly performing work for the same client company, contractors
having their offices within industrial facilities owned by a client company,
clients going too far in coordination activities and/or contractor managers
relinquishing control and responsibility, workers switching employers (from
client to contractor or vice versa), etc. All of this may affect the conditions for
coordination due to organizational boundaries becoming blurred and different
areas of responsibility becoming unclear between the parties involved. The
inspector from SWEA and the mining company informants also raised concerns
regarding the relationships and boundaries between the contractors themselves
which, on occasion, were perceived as blurred. Besides making coordination
more complicated, this could be problematic in terms of accountability. If an
accident were to occur in a situation like this, it could make it difficult to decide
which company was responsible for what in the incident in question and
ultimately who should be held accountable.

This overall analysis adds a new perspective on the matter of disorganization
due to outsourcing as proposed by Mayhew et al. (1997), Quinlan and Bohle
(2008) and Milch and Laumann (2016). Specifically, it shows that both the
perceived complexity of the legal demands and their practical implementation in
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terms of functions and tasks, as well as the blurring of organizational boundaries
(as a consequence of outsourcing), have led to uncertainty and ambiguity
regarding responsibility in relation to multi-employer worksites. Importantly,
however, the issue of OHS responsibility, as well as the consequences of
changing the demands placed on client companies, can also be viewed in light of
the nature and constitution of regulatory spaces (MacKenzie & Lucio, 2014,
2016). This framework highlights the significance of considering what actors are
involved within a given regulatory space and their relations, as well as the
influence of state bodies on the continuing dynamics of that particular space. A
regulatory space, i.e. ‘a recognized boundary of jurisdiction for the regulatory
processes in question’ (MacKenzie & Lucio, 2014, p. 192) includes the space
specifically revolving around contractor workers’ health and safety where, in
multi-employer arrangements, both client companies and the contractors
themselves operate within their own spheres of influence and jurisdiction.

Focusing on one of the key actors influencing the regulatory space of OHS — the
government agency SWEA — its more recent actions (e.g. the investigation that
was concluded in 2014) may be seen as a response to the contemporary
development of outsourcing and proliferation of various forms of subcontracting
arrangements. Rather than passively allowing for the consequences of this to
continue to play out in practice, SWEA has firmly sought to re-insert itself in the
regulatory space in order to combat the perceived problems related to contractor
workers’ health and safety. The agency has, consequently, had an aim in recent
years to further intervene in the regulatory space of OHS, shared by client
company management and contractor management, by advocating that the
sphere of jurisdiction of some of these actors, i.e. the client companies, should
be further changed. Fundamentally, however, this has not come to focus on
transferring concrete regulatory responsibility to client companies in the their
roles as regulatory actors in that space per se. Rather it has come to entail that
the clients’ sphere of jurisdiction should increasingly revolve around ensuring
that the contractors perform adequately in terms of their own responsibilities as
regulatory actors. In other words, the changes suggested by SWEA have focused
on making the clients’ positions of power and influence something that is used
in a beneficial way for the overall regulatory processes and eventual outcomes in
this space. An overall consequence of this is that the regulatory space may
become more fluid with the previously recognized boundaries of jurisdiction
equally becoming more diffuse.
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An important aspect to note here is the implications of this for contractors being
regulatory actors in the space in question. It would no longer necessarily be a
matter of these actors operating autonomously within their own spheres of
jurisdiction; rather, contractors would be downplayed as capable regulatory
actors in their own right. Yet, given the continued demands for employer
responsibility according to the Work Environment Act, the legal demands are
formally and legally in place although with the legitimacy of this responsibility
being significantly diminished in practice. Taking a different perspective, this
may also be viewed as the incorporation and formalization of the informal,
although in a different sense compared to how this type of transformation has
been analyzed by, for example, MacKenzie and Lucio (2014). The ‘informal’
here rather relates to the informal influence mentioned above, i.e. that client
companies already tend to have a significant influence within the regulatory
space in question. In SWEA, this informal dimension has consequently and
successively been conceived of as a more concrete responsibility that ought to
be formalized to some extent — with implications for contractors’ status and
capacities as regulatory actors.

Still, as shown in the example of the multi-employer arrangements in the studied
mining company, another matter that needs to be considered is what constitutes
an ‘actor’ in the first place — something that also may be fluid and a point of
contention. The boundaries between a client company and its contractors may in
some cases become blurred, something that has not necessarily been considered
by SWEA in its investigation in recent years. Yet, the possible subtle altering of
responsibility, simultaneously placing pressure on client companies to
increasingly monitor how contractors perform regarding OHS and decreasing
the legitimacy of contractor employer responsibility, may lead to increased
problems when it comes to blurred boundaries and difficulties in clearly
demarcating the different roles and areas of responsibility. This overall notion of
placing further pressure on client companies may, in other words, not
necessarily solve the problems related to disorganization that to a significant
extent come from the practice of outsourcing itself — including the power
asymmetries characterizing the client company-contractor relations. For
example, it may lead to client personnel becoming even more inclined in
practice to cross organizational boundaries and trespass on functions and tasks
that should formally fall under the employer OHS responsibility on the part of
the contractors, due to the clients’ positions in terms of power and influence
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becoming even more pronounced. As underlined by MacKenzie and Lucio
(2016), a ‘regulatory need may trigger a regulatory solution’ (p. 9), something
that, ultimately, cannot be assumed to be problem-free and lead to the desired
outcomes — especially given the complexity of the dynamics of multi-employer
arrangements of this nature.

Accordingly, an overall conclusion is that the matter of power asymmetry and
the blurredness of organizational boundaries need to be addressed whenever
changes focusing on client companies’ OHS responsibility are being considered.
Roles and responsibilities are interpreted and reinterpreted in a process
involving various parties in these work settings, and it may be difficult for
government agencies (such as SWEA) to know beforechand what the
consequences of regulatory changes may be once they are implemented. This
makes it pertinent for the state body to familiarize itself with the actual
conditions in the targeted industries (Rosness et al., 2012). Related to this is the
importance of investigating the fundamental characteristics of an ‘actor’,
including its relations with other actors, in order to get a fuller understanding of
the consequences of formally altering the demands being placed on the most
dominant parties involved on multi-employer worksites.
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Abstract

Purpose — The purpose of this article is to describe and analyze relational conditions affecting
contractors’ safety management on multi-employer worksites.
Design/methodology/approach — The paper utilizes qualitative methodology combining
interviews, informal conversations and observations with an analytical focus on both
interactions and structural relations, i.e. configurations of power relations.

Findings — By applying a relational perspective, new perspectives emerge on the challenges
for contractors’ safety management. The study shows that on contemporary, fluid multi-
employer worksites, contractors’ safety management may be affected by the various positions
constituting the organization-as-field — as well as by the symbolically meaningful position-
takings and the habitus of the social actors involved.

Originality/value — The paper applies a novel theoretical perspective on the safety
management challenges that may arise on multi-employer worksites.

Keywords Safety management, Outsourcing, Contractors, Multi-employer worksites,
Organizational boundaries, Organization-as-field

Paper type Research paper

Introduction

In the wake of rapidly changing market conditions in the late 20 century,
outsourcing is now common in the heavy industry sector within large producers
seeking to maximize flexibility, effectiveness and competiveness (Momme and
Hvolby, 2002). Traditional industrial worksites with one unified workforce have
to a large extent been replaced by multi-employer arrangements, requiring that
companies manage and coordinate their activities between and sometimes across
organizational boundaries (Marchington et a/., 2005).

In recent years, a number of studies have focused on the management challenges
connected to outsourcing, including the problems of upholding safety standards
on multi-employer worksites (Quinlan and Bohle, 2008). Issues such as the
failure of safety management among the contractors that are hired to perform
work within specific client companies, and how this tends to undermine safety
in general, has been singled out as particularly problematic (Nygren et al.,



2017). Honing in on the nature and constitution of these networks, however, it
may also be seen as a development towards more fluid organizational entities
where the very boundaries between companies have become a point of
theoretical as well as practical contention (Rubery et al., 2002; Flecker, 2009;
Swart and Kinnie, 2014). In these situations, it is not merely a case of inter-
organizational processes and dynamics but a partly new (or at least hybrid) type
of organization with its own emerging form of organizational life (Marchington
et al., 2005).

The purpose of this article is to analyze relational conditions affecting
contractors’ safety management in one of these hybrid types of organizations in
the Swedish mining industry. A theoretical framework developed by Emirbayer
and Johnson (2008) is adopted wherein a multi-employer arrangement is
conceptualized as an organization-as-field. By applying this concept, we may
get a fuller understanding of how the structural relations partly determine the
interaction between the social actors involved — and the implications of this for
contractors’ safety management.

The paper is structured into five parts. Firstly, the overall study design is
described. This is followed by a review of the literature on safety management
on multi-employer worksites and the blurring of organizational boundaries,
leading into an empirical illustration of contractors performing work within a
mining company. The paper then shifts focus to an in-depth analysis of
structural relations on multi-employer worksites through the theoretical lens of
the organization-as-field, and concludes by discussing the implications in terms
of relational conditions affecting contractors’ safety management.

A note on method

Social network studies... are to be faulted only insofar as they deny that the
truth of interactions is to be found always (at least partly) outside those
interactions themselves (Emirbayer and Johnson, 2008, p. 10).

The above quote highlights a crucial starting point for this article. On the one
hand, it underlines the problems of taking more or less visible forms of
interaction at face value when it comes to understanding the nature and
dynamics of organizational life. On the other hand, it shifts the analytical
perspective in the direction of structural relations that, at least to some extent,
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form the very conditions of those interactions — being ever mindful, however, of
not ending up in a structuralist fallacy as a consequence (Emirbayer and
Johnson, 2008). The focus in the article is thus on both interaction and structure
but with an emphasis on the latter, i.e. the structural relations or configuration of
power relations in an organizational setting framed as an organization-as-field.

The empirical basis for the study includes interviews conducted during twelve
visits (spanning a total of 31 days) between late 2013 and early 2015 to a mining
complex and surrounding local community in Sweden. Key informants from ten
contractors were approached to participate in an interview study based on their
experience of working within the multi-employer worksites and having
experience of safety supervision or management. Subsequently, five interviews
and five group interviews (two-three individuals each) were conducted with six
supervisors, seven managers and three safety specialists, comprising a total of
16 individuals — one woman and 15 men. Two of the interviews were recorded
and transcribed and field notes were taken during the other eight, which were
typed up after each session. The interviews lasted between one to two and a half
hours and were mainly conducted in office settings within each company in or
around the mining complex. Open-ended questions were asked covering two
broad topics: 1) work organization (including inter-personal and inter-
organizational interactions), and 2) formal health and safety practices, with an
emphasis on the safety-related aspects. Informal conversations were also had
with both contractor and mining company employees between late 2013 and
early 2015, exploring similar topics as those addressed in the interviews, during
participant observations conducted in relation to the mining complex. These
observations included, for example, a two-day visit to an underground mine and
an ore processing facility, as well as visits to contractors’ workspaces, and were
continuously collected in field notes and recordings. A number of documents
pertaining to outsourcing and safety in multi-employer arrangements, produced
primarily by the mining company, were accessed as well.

The data was analyzed by means triangulation focusing inductively on repeated
patterns of meaning (Flick, 2014). First, the interviews were analyzed
thematically as its own data set with the systematic development of codes from
the explicit or semantic levels of the texts (i.e. the notes and transcripts),
highlighting relevant features of the data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Then, the
conversations and observational notes were analyzed for patterns of meaning in



a similar fashion to “seek convergence and corroboration through the use of
different data sources and methods” (Bowen, 2009, p. 28). As suggested by
Braun and Clarke (2006), the analytic process should involve a progression from
descriptions of patterns in explicit content to an analysis of the significance of
the patterns and their wider meanings and implications. A theoretical framework
developed by Emirbayer and Johnson (2008) was consequently applied focusing
on possible indicators of positions and position-takings within the mining
complex conceived as an organization-as-field, with a view on social actors as
not only acting in their concreteness but also as occupants of specific positions
in a structure of relations. In other words, the focus switched from a description
of interactions to an analysis of relations.

Safety and organizational boundaries on multi-employer
worksites

Inter-organizational networks are common in many industry sectors and take
different forms such as alliances, franchising, supply chain partnerships, and
public-private partnerships (Rubery et al., 2002). One of the key developments
towards more networked and flexible organizational forms is outsourcing where
companies, focusing on their core activities and competencies, externalizes less
critical functions and work tasks to contractors. This is seen as a necessary
strategic decision on the part of the outsourcing company in the search for, and
upholding of, a competitive advantage, more or less as a response to external
economic pressures and fierce and often global competition for revenue (Arias-
Aranda et al., 2011; Espino-Rodriguez and Padron-Robaina, 2006).

By outsourcing certain work tasks, multi-employer worksites may emerge where
contractors work on-site within the client companies’ industrial installations
(Nunes, 2012). From a broader perspective, this may be conceptualized as core-
periphery structures in line with the flexible firm model (Atkinson, 1985), in
which stability and security is seen as being ensured in the core production
structures — including the employment contracts of the core personnel — while
uncertainties are diverted out towards the more peripheral structures (Aronsson
et al. 2002). External companies thus become the carriers of this uncertainty,
which may have consequences for the individual workers since the demands for
flexibility (e.g. in terms of employment contract) is ultimately pushed down to
the contractor workers themselves (Lamare et al., 2015; Wagenaar et al., 2012).
Although the periphery may also consist of large and internally stable
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contractors where the employees have significant employment security,
flexibility practices tend to affect contractor workers and other contingent
workers the most since they are among the first to risk losing employment when
flexibility equals a reduction in workforce size (Marchington et al. 2005).
Overall, these networks are thus fundamentally hierarchal in nature and “shaped
in accordance with conditions of power and dependence” (Aronsson et al. 2002,
p. 174).

Besides these broader aspects related to work organization and employment
conditions, the management of workplace safety has also become more
complicated in multi-employer arrangements in various industry sectors. Safety
management, i.e. the policies, procedures and activities implemented by the
management of an organization focusing on workers’ safety (Vinodkumar and
Bhasi, 2010), have suffered due to poor communication and insufficient hazard
identification (Schubert and Dijskstra, 2009), unclear roles and division of
responsibility for tasks and functions between the employers involved (Nunes,
2012), insufficient safety training and knowledge of the work environment
among contractors (Calizaya et al., 2008), and high workload and economic
pressures which impede the ability of contractors to invest in safety (Quinlan
and Bohle, 2008). According to Rosness ef al. (2012), dominant companies at
the top of these hierarchies tend to be in a position to set the terms of the
operation and effectively enforce their will on other actors, e.g. the contractors.
This also makes power an issue for safety management in general since a
powerless actor cannot effectively take care of itself or others, as well as lack a
“voice” vis-a-vis other actors higher up in the hierarchy. This subordination,
shaped in part by economic dependency (Perraudin et al., 2014), may exacerbate
the problems connected to the often highly interconnected activities on multi-
employer worksites, where a lack of focus on safety in one company may
negatively affect the safety of other companies in the network (Nenonen and
Vasara, 2013). Focusing on contractors in the North Sea oil industry, Collinson
(1999) showed that these groups neglected to report accidents and incidents as a
defensive response to the asymmetrical power relations and blame culture on
multi-employer worksites. Despite insistence from client company management
that there wasn’t an “us and them” culture on the oil platforms in question,
Collinson (1999) showed that there were deep-seated divisions and inequalities
with contractor employees feeling as if they were second class citizens in
relation to company workers and much easier to dismiss as unsafe. Overall this



created and consistently reinforced a distance to the client company, which
resulted in a significant underreporting of safety-related incidents. Rousseau and
Libuser (1997) similarly argued that in situations where groups of core workers
and external workers (e.g. contractors) work side by side tensions may arise over
perceived differential treatment, which may lead to low cooperation with
regards to safety. Status differences between groups thus run the risk of
undermining interpersonal trust (Connelly and Gallagher, 2006) and, as a
consequence, negatively affect safety-related cooperation and communication on
both a workforce and management level (Milch and Laumann, 2016).

Studies have, however, shown that the benefits that traditionally have been
afforded in-house personnel no longer are certain, as the upgrading of external
companies in the value chain may put pressure on the core workers themselves
(Quinlan and Bohle, 2008). This, in turn, may lead to concessions vis-a-vis the
employer with regards to salaries and working conditions. The commonly-held
perspective of outsourcing functioning as a buffer protecting employees in the
production core, as prescribed in the flexible firm model, has thus come into
question due to the shifting power relations between employers and employees
(Flecker, 2009). Contractors also often perform work that traditionally has
belonged to the core activities of the outsourcing company (see Waring, 2003),
even using equipment and material that formally belong to the client company
itself. They may even share the same production line as client company
personnel as well as the same diner and other social spaces (Baraldi et al.,
2014), making the standard model of core-periphery with its clear divisions
between companies less applicable.

Blurred organizational boundaries

Although this blurredness in terms of organizational boundaries has garnered
sustained interest among organizational scholars in recent years, the
phenomenon itself is not new. As early as the 1970’s, Blois (1972) described the
relationship between a client company and suppliers (e.g. contractors) in terms
of vertical quasi-integration, arguing that it is a means for larger clients to gain
the advantages of vertical integration without assuming the economic risks and
inherent inflexibility that full ownership entails. This may lead to a more or less
unilateral dependency in the client company-supplier relationship, where a
significant part of the latter’s business is tied up to one big customer, making the



supplier particularly susceptible to influences from the client company in a top-
down fashion. Fundamentally, this relationship and influence can be connected
to the exercise of economic power from the dominant party, i.e. the client
company (Diamantopoulos, 1987).

Marchington et al. (2005) underlined the multitude of inter-organizational
relationships in both the public and private sector characterized by blurred
organizational boundaries, as well as the complications that may arise with the
disruption of traditional and unified forms of organization and employment. In
these conditions where, for example, contractor workgroups may be active side
by side employees of a given client company for longer periods of time, it is not
always possible to uphold a clear notion of the employment contract. Depending
on degree of blurredness, the individual employee may experience substantial
and often contradictory pressures for organizational commitment to parties
besides the actual employer (Rubery et al., 2002). Taking the perspective of a
hierarchal network of inter-connected firms, the power and position of the
dominant companies at the top may lead to a blurring of organizational
boundaries in the sense that they can seek to directly control employees of other
companies further down in the hierarchy through managerial process stretching
beyond a given firm’s legal boundaries (Grimshaw and Rubery, 2005; Perraudin
etal. 2014).

According to Baraldi et al. (2014), the blurring of organizational boundaries is
especially the case when there is significant techno-economic interdependence
and mutual influence between the companies involved, such as between a client
company and a long-term contractor. Organizational boundaries, from this
perspective, serve as links between actors which makes it possible to engage in
joint value creation through shared resources and decision-making processes.
Although there may be degrees of blurredness depending on degree of mutual
dependence and influence, there is regularly certain fluidity in terms of
boundaries when two companies connect through a client company-contractor
relationship. What determines the setting of boundaries in actual practice is thus
not necessarily the legally codified boundaries themselves nor the managerial
control specific employers exert, but rather “the daily interaction between the
parties, their resources and their activities” (Baraldi ef al, 2014, p. 561).



Although there has been an increased focus in research on the blurring of
organizational boundaries, there is a lack of studies focusing on safety in
general, and the conditions for safety management in particular, in these types of
fluid organizational contexts. In the following sections, a case study of a
Swedish mining company is presented where conditions affecting contractors’
safety management are described from an interactional perspective and further
analyzed from a relational perspective.

Client company-contractor interaction — an empirical illustration

According to documents published by the mining company, it had
approximately 4 300 contractor firms and other suppliers in 2014 that in some
way delivered services or goods to mainly three separate mining complexes.
From the perspective of the global mining industry, this particular company was
a minor producer yet still having some of the largest operations in Northern
Europe. Contractors and other temporary personnel were estimated as having
performed between 40 and 50 percent of the total number of working hours in
the mining company as a whole since 2009, which may be compared to the work
performed by the roughly 4500 in-house workers. The high number may in part
have been due to the mining company having run several large construction
projects during these years, which required an extra influx of external companies
and specialists. However, besides these time-restricted projects, there were also
a large number of local and regional companies that had more long-standing
business relationships with the company and regularly performed work in direct
connection to the different mines and ore processing plants.

The contractor firms in the study were mainly active within one of the mining
complexes, conducting maintenance work and other services. A few of them
were also involved more directly in production-related work. This site was
localized right next to a town that had evolved over the years as a consequence
of the mining operations. All of the contractors had offices or workspaces in the
town or within the mining complex itself, which meant that they could be on-site
in short notice. Since some of them could be called in during acute crises, such
as breakdowns in production, the proximity to the installations was essential.
Given the dominant position this one industry sector had in the region, many of
the contractors were to a significant extent relying on this one large client
company for contracts. A few had even developed services that were aimed
particularly at this client.



According to the mining company’s official outsourcing and contracting
policies, there was no question that all external companies were separate
organizational entities. Indeed, this distinction and separation was essential to
ensure that the company wouldn’t be held liable for the actions of the
contractors, for instance in the case of an accident. Still, many of the more
serious incidents in recent years had involved contractor workers, including a
fatal accident involving two individuals, so the mining company had a strong
incentive to improve the overall safety arrangements, without losing sight of it
being a matter of separate organizations. When it came to the temporary projects
that the mining company conducted on a regular basis in relation to the mining
operations (and where a large number of contractors were involved), this
distinction was particularly emphasized. These projects, however, often took
place separately from the regular production activities.

During everyday operations and general maintenance work, the situation was
different. All of the contractor firms regularly worked in connection to
production activities, which meant that their work sometimes intersected with
that of the mining company. A telling example was provided by an informant in
relation to maintenance work conducted in an ore processing plant, where the
sparks from belt sanders were intermingled to such an extent that it wasn’t
always possible to decide from which company it came from. During
conversations had with these managers, supervisors and safety specialists,
examples were given of coordinators from the company, who were in charge of
the everyday formal contact with the contractors, coming close to being “extra”
supervisors for contractor work groups. This traversing of managerial
boundaries, i.e. the coordinators and other company personnel taking charge of
matters that should fall under contractor management responsibility, had
furthermore been singled out as especially problematic in various investigations
the mining company had conducted. Many of the contractor and company
employees also knew each other well having worked in the same facilities for
years and living in the same close-knit community surrounding the mining
company. So even though they were formally employed by different companies,
there were cases of informal networks and bonds of friendship having developed
on a workplace level, making it easy to traverse organizational boundaries in
actual practice. This could include, for example, the planning of future work
together across organizations in an informal manner, i.e. outside the confines of
the contract itself. One informant described this dynamic as the mining company



almost being like a “big brother” for the local contractors in the surrounding
town.

However, despite “success stories” of the above kind where client company and
contractor personnel co-existed harmoniously — in part facilitating, and being
facilitated by, the blurring of organizational boundaries — the predominant story
was that of hard-to-define, informal boundaries on the worksites. Basically, even
though contractors were closely connected to the mining-related operations,
there was still a difference between being affiliated to the company or a
contractor in terms of the status and rights each affiliation entailed. An example
of this is the experience of some of the informants that it was much easier for the
mining company to accuse them and their workgroups for not following the
safety rules compared to the company’s own workforce. As one contractor
manager, administrating the work a group of subcontractors conducted in the
underground mine, explained:

When our contractors come across mining company personnel it often causes
some animosity. The contractors come to us and ask: why must we wear
helmets when the company employees don’t? So we have talked to mining
company managers, or at least one of them, and said that you are damn bad
at telling your own personnel [when they do not follow the rules]. You can
complain about contractors but not your own personnel.

An open and vocal opposition of this kind was, however, rare — in most cases
the contractor informants kept quiet and focused solely on the work that was
being conducted. This “culture of silence” was also evident when it came to
reporting risks and incidents to the mining company’s safety database,
something that contractor managers in general did to a lesser extent compared to
the company personnel. In those cases were reports actually had been filed they
often lacked information on what had transpired in the incident in question. A
lack of two-way communication on safety-related matters and a low degree of
reported risks and near-misses were thus on-going issue in the operations.

These frictions may in part have been a consequence of the strong focus that the
mining company placed on Safety First, something that had led to an increased
focus on the safety performances among the contractors. “Safety First” was a
strategic safety program that the company had started in 2005 and which
initially was directed towards its own personnel, in an attempt to encourage the
workers to focus more on safety in all aspects of their work. A special focus was
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directed towards the mining company managers and the importance of a
leadership-style that actually prioritized and supported safety in the day-to-day
work. By 2010, however, the general concept had begun to expand to include all
companies entering the mining facilities, including contractors. In line with this
ambition, a joint set of health and safety rules that applied to all workers had
been established, irrespective of formal company affiliation. A mandatory on-
line safety training course had been developed that all contractor employees had
to take and get a passing grade on before they could enter the industrial
installations. The overall health and safety policy was also directed at all
workers performing work within the company, in-house workers as well
contractor personnel. Connected to this was the ever-present guiding slogan,
Safety First, that was repeatedly communicated in written form (e.g. in safety
protocols and handbooks) and verbally during the work meetings that were had.
Significant resources had thus been devoted by the mining company to making
this the one, true principle for any and all activities taking place within its
operations. Still, in practice, it may have contributed to creating a division
between the client company and some of its contractors due to the increased
focus on the latter’s safety performances.

This type of “policing” by the mining company was consequently singled out as
especially problematic by a number of the informants. In connection to this, they
also saw it as being much easier for the company to downgrade contractors’
competencies and skills in general, i.e. that work-related problems were due to
substandard work performance rather than, for example, ill-planned work and
unrealistically tight deadlines. A number of informants mentioned this as a
problem since they considered themselves to be the true experts when it came to
the particular work their companies conducted in the various industrial
installations, as well as how to perform it safely under the right circumstances.
All in all, the contractor informants were significantly invested in the work they
performed at the mining complex, rather than just treating it as temporary
assignments. It was, in other words, far from transient and detached
relationships that these supervisors, managers and safety specialists had with the
company. Still, this involvement did not always equal an open and transparent
two-way communication between them and the mining company personnel.
Rather, sustained informal boundaries were in place affecting the nature of the
overall interactions between the individuals involved.
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The (mining) organization-as-field

The above empirical illustration focuses on the more or less concrete forms of
interaction between the social actors involved. However, this descriptive
account and fundamentally interactional perspective does not fully reveal the
underlying dynamics that were in play, i.e. it lacks a sufficient grasp of the more
fundamental mechanisms that “preconstruct, shape and constitute the deeper
truth of those interactions” (Emirbayer and Johnson, 2008, p. 9, author’s
emphasis). In order to further analyze the underlying structural mechanisms that
expressed themselves in and through those interactions, the theoretical
framework of the organization-as-field can be applied.

The concept of the “organization-as-field” was developed by Emirbayer and
Johnson (2008) as a means of transferring the sociological insights of Pierre
Bourdieu into organizational research. The purpose was to sketch out a research
agenda allowing for the systematic analysis of the structural relations in an
organization understood as a field in itself, and how social actors occupying
different structural positions — each endowed with distinct forms and
combinations of capital — struggle to bring about the legitimacy of their own
resources (i.e. capital), ultimately seeking domination over the field as a whole.
The organization-as-field, seen from a wider perspective, is thus to a large extent
defined by structural strain between the dominant and dominated poles of a
space of positions.

The emphasis here is not necessarily on the internal workings of the vertically
integrated company, but rather a broader configuration of power relations in
which the social actors involved struggle for the “legitimate definition of the
dominant principle of domination” (Emirbayer and Johnson, 2008, p. 24). The
nature of this field “defines the very terms and stakes of the struggle” (Bourdieu,
2005, p. 205), and which social actors that actually are a part of the struggle
must in each case be determined empirically and relationally as being part of the
structural force holding sway over, and indeed constituting, the field in question.
Put differently, all the social actors in a given field must have a stake in the
particular “game” at hand, which means that it is not necessarily a question of
them belonging to the same formal organization. This makes it a particularly
useful framework to apply when exploring the relations that emerge between
social actors on multi-employer worksites where the organizational boundaries
have become blurred.
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By applying the concept of the organization-as-field, a different narrative thus
emerges. The more obvious forms of interaction between contractor staff and the
mining company personnel were to a significant extent dependent on the
underlying structural relations, i.e. the different positions that the social actors
occupied in the space of positions constituting the organization-as-field. There
was clearly something at stake in their transactions that didn’t merely entail
inter-organizational dynamics. Another way of putting it is that the issues related
to, for example, status discrepancies and communication breakdowns were not
simply due to inter-firm conflict, but rather may be connected to more
fundamental issues related to the struggle for ascendency in the organization-as-
field itself. These issues were determined by the interplay of the different
species of capital and their combinations (e.g. economic, cultural and social)
active within the field that, in turn, was endowed specific positions occupied by
social actors. The contractors were, for example, struggling to bring about the
legitimacy of their own technical skills and competencies — as well as that of
their workers — that entailed little if any symbolic authority in the field. In other
words, it could not act as symbolic capital in the organization-as-field as a
whole.

At first glance, this may seem as a rudimentary distinction to make. However,
the ramifications for the ensuing interactions between the parties involved may
be substantial — not least when it comes to interaction in safety-related matters —
when those lacking symbolic capital engage with the holders of the actual
symbolic authority. As underlined by Emirbayer and Johnson (2008): “Struggles
over symbolic authority... are often among the most significant of
organizational dynamics.” (p. 25). In order to understand why this may lead to
problems when it comes to safety management, we need to add another concept
to the analysis of the organization-as-field, namely that of position-takings.

Safety First as a position-taking

Besides considering the constraints of the objective positions social actors
occupy in the organization-as-field (constituting a particular configuration of
power relations), Emirbayer and Johnson (2008) also emphasized the
importance of analyzing the symbolically meaningful statements and acts of
these actors, i.e. their individual position-takings. Position-takings may be
viewed as the attempts by social actors to distinguish themselves in the struggle
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for legitimacy and distinction in the field. These position-takings, which occur
in numerous forms and on all levels of a given organization, “derive their
semiotic significance in relational fashion from their difference vis-a-vis other
such position-takings within a space of position-takings” (Emirbayer and
Johnson, 2008, p. 14). A distinction can thus be made between spaces of
positions (i.e. objective relations between positions endowed with various forms
and combinations of capital) and spaces of position-takings (e.g. relations of
symbolically meaningful acts). However, the interconnectedness of the fields is
clear: in order to understand what symbolically meaningful acts are possible to
take we also need to know a given social actor’s position in the overall space of
positions or, put differently, the actor’s position in the configuration of power
relations.

A noticeable point of contention in the above case is that of “Safety First” and
that it had led to an increased focus on the safety performance of contractors
and, in turn, contractor informants feeling as if they were being “policed”. Seen
from a relational perspective, however, Safety First may be viewed as a
position-taking that originated from the top levels of the mining company
management and then later adopted in practice by other social actors attached to
the company in a supervisory or managerial role. Since this position-taking
originated from, and was perpetuated through, social actors wielding significant
symbolic authority at the dominant pole of the organization-as-field, it was not
necessarily the case that it would be espoused by those at the dominated pole
struggling to bring about their own legitimacy — such as contractor supervisors
and managers. One of the more obvious position-takings (and ways of
distinguishing themselves in the field) for these social actors, by contrast, was
that of efficiency — i.e. getting the work done quickly and effectively which, in
some cases, may entail a lack of safety considerations. Since Safety First as a
position-taking gained its semiotic meaning relationally in the overall space of
possible position-takings, those social actors that took a different position, such
as one of speed and efficiency, may be seen as fulfilling their differential role in
that space. An argument can thus be made that it was only possible for some
actors and under specific conditions to actually place safety first, i.e. given the
close correspondence between spaces of positions and spaces of position-
takings, the positions that contractor personnel often occupied may significantly
have affected their subsequent position-takings.
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However, these position-takings are not just a consequence of the particular
position a social actor occupies in the field of positions. The habitus of the social
actor in question will also have significant impact on what position-takings are
perceived as possible and even desirable in the first place (Emirbayer and
Johnson, 2008). Habitus, defined as a system of dispositions conditioned by
social and cultural origins, i.e. shaped by the trajectories through various fields
in life, was one of the key insights of Bourdieu that allowed for analyses
connecting the macro with the micro and vice versa — overcoming persistent
dichotomies such as “structure or agency”. The habitus thus functions as the
focal point, or homology, for spaces of positions and spaces of position-takings,
opening up for a certain kind of freedom under constraints given the experiences
embodied in the habitus (Emirbayer and Johnson, 2008). This could, for
example, explain why there also were examples of contractor supervisors and
managers that communicated openly with the mining company regarding safety
issues and made a point of underlining the problems they sometimes
encountered. Still, from the point of view of the more dominated social actors,
Safety First may not be the most desirable position to take given the overall
focus among these groups to get the work done as quickly as possible. This
notion of efficiency can be attributed to them belonging to a segment of the
workforce where time constraints were part of the very nature of work, i.e. they
were likely conscious of the fact that a contractor was supposed to get things
done as quickly and efficiently as possible. The ability of these social actors to
assume a certain position may thus in part be attributed to the overall
distribution of capital in the field as a whole, as well as what kind of positions
were perceived as being possible and desirable to take — something that, in turn,
was influenced by each of the social actors’ habitus.

Normalizing domination

If contractor personnel, as sketched out above, tended to occupy positions at the
more dominated pole of the space of positions constituting the organization-as-
field, how are we to understand the seemingly normalization of this situation?
From a purely interactional perspective, this could be explained in terms of for
example economic dependency — they had no choice but to accept the prevailing
conditions (echoing Lamare et al., 2015), being contractors relying to a large
extent on this one specific mining company for contracts. This included not risk
being labeled as problematic to work with (e.g. by complaining about the work
situation), knowing full well that word spread quickly in the community
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surrounding the mine as well as in the industry as a whole. Still, from a
relational point of view, the concept of habitus may also be used to explain that
this very domination was part of the conditioning of the individual habitus of
these social actors themselves, due to them being the targets of symbolic
violence.

Symbolic violence, being propagated by those occupying positions with the
dominant form of capital (including symbolic capital), “operates inside
organizations by virtue of the fact that the dominated in those contexts perceive
and respond to organizational structures and processes that dominate them
through modes of thought... that are themselves the product of domination”
(Emirbayer and Johnson, 2008, p. 31, author’s emphasis). Fundamentally, this
explicates the role habitus may play in the very reproduction of domination in
the organization-as-field, i.e. the domination was continuously perpetuated not
only through the organizational structures and processes but also by the
“relations of domination embodied in and perpetuated by the dispositions of the
habitus” (Emirbayer and Johnson, 2008, p. 31) of the dominated social actors
themselves.

This is not to say that it is the whole story since, as underlined by Rosness ef al.
(2012), where there are power relations there will inevitably be some form of
resistance on the part of the dominated. However, the “complicity” of the
habitus of the dominated social actors themselves in the reproduction of power
differentials may have been one of the more pertinent problems in the mining
operations in question, due to it being a potent but elusive form of power.
Symbolic violence and its consequences thus constituted a potentially significant
challenge when it came to upholding overall safety standards on the multi-
employer worksites.

Conclusion

In recent years, there has been an increased interest in the blurring of
organizational boundaries and the emergence of fluid multi-employer worksites
due to outsourcing. Still, the nature and characteristics of safety management
practices in these types of inter-organizational networks have yet to receive any
significant attention. By applying a relational perspective, new perspectives
emerge on contractors’ ability to uphold safety standards. More specifically, it
highlights that it may not be enough to focus on interactions taken at face value
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in order to understand why contractors sometimes may fail to prioritize safety.
On contemporary, fluid multi-employer worksites, contractors’ safety
management can significantly be affected by the various positions constituting
the organization-as-field — as well as by the symbolically meaningful position-
takings and the habitus of the actors involved.

This paper may be viewed as an initial attempt to apply the framework
suggested by Emirbayer and Johnson (2008), in their generative reading of
Pierre Bourdieu, within the domain of safety science. Hopefully, the breadth of
the framework will entice further exploration given its possibility to shed new
light on the relational challenges for safety management on multi-employer
worksites.

References

Arias-Aranda, D., Bustinza, O.F. and Barrales-Molina, V. (2011), “Operations
flexibility and outsourcing benefits: an empirical study in service firms”,
The Service Industries Journal, Vol. 31 No. 11, pp. 1849-1870.

Aronsson, G., Gustafsson, K. and Dallner, M. (2002), “Work environment and
health in different types of temporary jobs”, European Journal of Work and
Organizational Psychology, Vol. 11 No. 2, pp. 151-175.

Atkinson, J. (1985), Flexibility, Uncertainty and Manpower Management,
Institute of Employment Studies, Brighton, UK.

Baraldi, E., Proenga J.F., Proenga T. and Mota de Castro, L. (2014), “The
supplier’s side of outsourcing: Taking over activities and blurring
organizational boundaries”, Industrial Marketing Management, Vol. 43,
553-563.

Blois, K.J. (1972), “Vertical quasi-integration”, The Journal of Industrial
Economics, Vol. 20 No. 3, 253-272.

Bourdieu, P. (2005), The Social Structures of the Economy, Polity Press,
Cambridge, UK.

Bowen, G.A. (2009), “Document analysis as a qualitative research method”,
Qualitative Research Journal, Vol. 9 No. 2, pp. 27-40.

Braun, V. and Clarke, V. (2006), “Using thematic analysis in psychology”,
Qualitative Research in Psychology, Vol. 3 No. 2, pp. 77-101.

Calizaya, F., Nelson, M. and Suryanto, S. (2008), “Small mine contractor safety
— case studies”, Mining Engineering, Vol. 60 No. 10, pp. 30-35.

17



Collinson, D.L. (1999), “‘Surviving the rigs’: Safety and surveillance on North
Sea oil installations”, Organization Studies, Vol. 20 No. 4, pp. 579-600.

Connelly, C.E. and Gallagher, D.G. (2006), “Independent and dependent
contracting: Meaning and implications”, Human Resource Management
Review, Vol. 16 No. 2, pp. 95-106.

Diamantopoulos, A. (1987), “Vertical quasi-integration revisited: the role of
power”, Managerial and Decision Economics, Vol. 8, pp. 185-194.

Emirbayer, M. and Johnson V. (2008), “Bourdieu and organizational analysis”,
Theory and Society, Vol. 37 No. 1, pp. 1-44.

Espino-Rodriguez, T.F. and Padron-Robaina, V. (2006), “A review of
outsourcing from the resource-based view of the firm”, International
Journal of Management Reviews, Vol. 8 No. 1, pp. 49-70.

Flecker, J. (2009), “Outsourcing, spatial relocation and the fragmentation of
employment”, Competition & Change, Vol. 13 No. 3, pp. 251-266.

Grimshaw, D. and Rubery, J. (2005), “Inter-capital relations and the network
organization: Redefining the work and employment nexus”, Cambridge
Journal of Economics, Vol. 29, pp. 1027-1051.

Lamare, R.J., Lamm, F., McDonnell, N. and White, H. (2015), “Independent,
dependent and employee: Contractors and New Zealand’s Pike River Coal
Mine Disaster”, Journal of Industrial Relations, Vol. 51 No. 2, pp. 72-93.

Marchington, M., Grimshaw, D., Rubery, J. and Willmott, H. (eds) (2005),
Fragmenting work — Blurring Organizational Boundaries and Disordering
Hierarchies, Oxford University Press, New York, NY.

Milch, V. and Laumann, K. (2016), “Interorganizational complexity and
accident risk: A literature review”, Safety Science, Vol. 82, pp. 9-17.

Momme, J. and Hvolby, H-H. (2002), “An outsourcing framework: action
research in the heavy industry sector”, European Journal of Purchasing &
Supply Management, Vol. 8, pp. 185-196.

Nenonen, S. and Vasara J. (2013), “Safety management in multiemployer
worksites in the manufacturing industry: opinions on co-operation and
problems encountered”, International Journal of Occupational Safety and
Ergonomics, Vol. 19 No. 2, pp. 168-183.

Nunes, I.L. (2012), “The nexus between OSH and subcontracting”, Work, Vol.
41 No. 1, pp. 3062-3068.

Nygren, M., Jakobsson, M., Andersson, E. and Johansson, B. (2017), “Safety
and multi-employer worksites: an overview”, Relations
Industrielles/Industrial Relations, Vol. 72 No. 2, pp. 223-245.

18



Perraudin, C., Petit, H., Thevenot, N., Tinel, B. and Valentin, J. (2014), “Inter-
firm dependency and employment inequalities: Theoretical hypotheses and
empirical tests on French subcontracting relationships”, Review of Radical
Political Economics, Vol. 46 No. 2, pp. 199-220.

Quinlan, M. and Bohle, P. (2008), “Under pressure, out of control, or home
alone? Reviewing research and policy debates on the occupational health
and safety effects of outsourcing and home-based work”, International
Journal of Health Services, Vol. 38 No. 3, pp. 489-523.

Rosness, R, Blakstad, HC, Forseth, U, Dahle, I.B. and Wiig, S. (2012),
“Environmental conditions for safety work — Theoretical foundations”,
Safety Science, Vol. 50 No. 10, pp. 1967-1976.

Rousseau, D.M. and Libuser, C. (1997), “Contingent workers in high risk
environments”, California Management Review, Vol. 39 No. 2, pp. 103-
123.

Rubery, J., Earnshaw, J., Marchington, M., Cooke, F.L. and Vincent, S. (2002),
“Changing organizational forms and the employment relationship”, Journal
of Managerial Studies, Vol. 39 No. 5, pp. 645-672.

Schubert, U. and Dijkstra, J.J. (2009), “Working safely with foreign contractors
and personnel”, Safety Science, Vol. 47 No. 6, pp. 786-793.

Swart, J. and Kinnie, N. (2014), “Reconsidering boundaries: human resource
management in a networked world”, Human Resource Management, Vol.
53 No. 2, pp. 291-310.

Vinodkumar, M.N. and Bhasi, M. (2010), “Safety management practices and
safety behavior: Assessing the mediating role of safety knowledge and
motivation”, Accident Analysis and Prevention, Vol. 42, 2082-2093.

Wagenaar, A.F., Kompier, M.A.J., Houtman, [.LL.D., van den Bossche, S.,
Smulders, P. and Taris, T.W. (2012), “Can labour contract differences in
health and work-related attitudes be explained by quality of working life
and job insecurity?”, International Archives of Occupational and
Environmental Health, Vol. 85 No. 7, pp. 763-773.

19












