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ABSTRACT
Denmark has a 39% higher rate of fatal occupational injuries within construction than Sweden. 
Although there are only minor differences in the work environment legislation between the countries, 
there may be differences in how the legislation is enforced. The aim of the study was to describe and 
compare the inspection practices, within the construction industry, between the Danish and Swedish 
Work Environment Authorities. A mixed-method approach was employed combining observations 
of inspections, interviews with inspectors and questionnaire responses from inspected workplaces. 
The primary role of both Danish and Swedish inspectors was as controllers. A minor role was as 
experts. A third role of being a sounding board was only identified in a few instances in Sweden. 
Autonomy-supportive tactics were employed more regularly in Sweden while coercive tactics were 
more widespread in Denmark. Negative behaviour on behalf of the inspected party was also more 
widespread in Denmark while positive behaviour was more widespread in Sweden. Questionnaire 
data revealed that the inspected Swedish companies had a significantly more positive perception 
of the inspectors and the benefits of the inspections. There were differences in the enforcement 
practices of the Danish and Swedish inspectors, which may lead to greater adherence to health and 
safety regulations in Sweden.
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Introduction

Denmark and Sweden are neighbouring countries in 
Scandinavia that are generally considered culturally, his-
torically and politically similar societies. There are only 
minor differences between the countries in the legislation 
concerning work environment and labour inspection, as 
both have ratified most of the ILO Conventions and EU 
directives and regulations concerning working condi-
tions and labour inspection into their national legal sys-
tems (Rögnvaldsson et al. 2011). Given these similarities 
it is somewhat surprising that the general Danish occu-
pational injury rate is app. twice the rate of Sweden, and 
that Denmark has a 33% higher rate of general fatal occu-
pational injuries and a 39% higher rate within construction 
(Tomasson et al. 2011). A similar difference in occupational 
injury rates was identified between Danish and Swedish 
construction workers in a retrospective study of the con-
struction of the Oresund bridge connecting Denmark and 
Sweden, where the Danish workers had 3–4 times higher 
incidence rates than the Swedish although performing 
similar tasks and working side by side (Spangenberg et al. 
2003). The underlying causes of these national differences 

in occupational injury rates between otherwise very simi-
lar countries are unknown. A possible contributing factor 
could be the existence of differences between the coun-
tries in how the legislation is enforced by the respective 
national Work Environment Authorities.

Work Environment Authorities use workplace inspec-
tions to control and facilitate adherence to occupational 
health and safety regulations. The scientific evidence for the 
effectiveness of such inspections is however not clear-cut. 
A systematic review found limited evidence for inspections 
being associated with a reduction in frequency or severity of 
injuries, while there was strong evidence for an association 
between actually being cited or penalized and a reduction 
in injury frequency or severity (Tompa et al. 2007). Likewise, 
the tentative conclusion of a recent Cochrane review was that 
inspections as an enforcement tool have inconclusive effects 
on the short term but do decrease injury rates after more than 
three years follow-up (Mischke et al. 2013). However, noth-
ing could be concluded on magnitude of the effect, just as 
the effect of fines and penalties was uncertain. Furthermore, 
it is unclear precisely how the inspections work and how 
they affect injury rates, although given the differences in 
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error-correction without questioning the governing var-
iables, e.g. correcting violation without reflecting upon 
the underlying causes of the violations, while double-loop 
learning involves changing the governing variables, e.g. 
reflecting upon and changing the underlying causes for 
the violations. To create such change inspectors have to 
interpret and apply laws and policies in a flexible way, 
adapting them to the particular unique conditions in the 
inspected workplaces (Bruhn 2009). To this end, it has been 
argued that the traditional coercive punishment strategy, 
although acknowledged by the workforce as a way to 
develop an acceptable level of safety at sites (Sherratt et 
al. 2013), is a weak tool for initiating a process of self-reg-
ulation and the balance of the dilemma thus needs to shift 
towards a stronger emphasis on its supportive and educa-
tive side to be more effective in the long run (Bruhn 2006). 
This is supported by a Canadian study coupling admin-
istrative data from almost 18,000 inspection episodes to 
39 inspectors self-rated preference for either a coercive, 
authoritarian approach (e.g. using deadlines, pressure 
and surveillance) or an autonomy-supportive, educational 
approach (e.g. by providing rationale, choices and empa-
thy) to inspection (Burstyn et al. 2010). The results showed 
that the autonomy-supportive inspectors achieved com-
pliance with regulation more effectively than coercive 
inspectors. One reason for this might be that autonomy 
supportive inspectors set a more cooperative tone during 
the inspection process than coercive inspectors (Burstyn 
et al. 2010).

The successfulness of establishing a cooperative tone 
might be indicated in whether the inspected parties 
react positively or negatively towards the inspector and 
the inspection. To this end, a previous comparative study 
has shown that Swedish inspectors provided employers 
with more advice and support than Spanish inspectors, 
who focused more on monitoring and supervision of the 
inspected (Morillas et al. 2013). Furthermore, construc-
tion workers and managers who have worked in both 
Denmark and Sweden described DWEA as more directive 
and authoritarian than SWEA (Grill et al. 2015).

Role relationships during inspections

One of the inherent characteristic of inspections is that 
there is a power imbalance in the relationship between the 
inspector and the inspected party. What happens in such 
power relations might be understood using transactional 
analysis that proposes that when people communicate, 
they do so from one of three ego-states that are meta-
phorically called ‘parent’, ‘adult’ and ‘child’ (Berne 1964). 
Optimal communication requires that both parties agree 
on their respective roles and that the roles are complemen-
tary (for instance adult–adult or parent–child). Hale (1995) 

effects found for various types of inspections, it does make a 
 difference how and why an inspection is carried out (Mischke  
et al. 2013). But, from the existing studies it is unclear how the 
inspections were performed, what the inspectors’ instructions 
were and if or what kind of change process in the inspected 
companies was set in motion by the inspectors. Thus, there 
is considerable uncertainty as to what is the most effective 
and efficient inspection approach (Tompa et al. 2007, Mischke 
et al. 2013).

Nonetheless, it seems plausible that inspections 
have an impact on injury rates and national differences 
in inspection practices between Denmark and Sweden 
might therefore partly explain the national differences in 
injury rates. However, not much is known on what hap-
pens on inspections as there is a lack of studies describing 
the inspection process (Burstyn et al. 2010, Mischke et al. 
2013). So, the aim of the current study was to describe and 
compare the inspection practices, within the construction 
industry, between the Danish (DWEA) and Swedish Work 
Environment Authorities (SWEA) and identify differences 
related to inspection strategy, role relationship and the 
inspected parties’ reactions to the inspection.

Theoretical positioning

Strategies for effective inspections

When performing an inspection inspectors face the classic 
dilemma of whether to pursue a coercive punishment strat-
egy of observation, interrogation and enforcement or a 
supportive compliance strategy based on encouragement, 
persuasion and advice (Bruhn 2006, Grey 2006). Obviously, 
violations of regulations must be corrected, but at the same 
time a long-term change might depend on the inspected 
parties having a sufficient understanding of and engage-
ment towards the benefits of the regulation (Bruhn 2006). 
This is especially important in a dynamic industry such as 
construction, where the work environment continuously 
changes and every few weeks or months companies start 
from scratch at a new location. Thus, solutions are seldom 
permanent within the construction industry. Therefore, in 
the long run it might be more important to influence the 
mindsets, attitudes and cultures of the inspected parties 
than solving the specific violations. However, this is not 
easily accomplished. Construction sites are violation-tol-
erant environments, where rule-breaking is commonplace 
and an inherent and accepted part of how the sites func-
tion (Sherratt et al. 2013) just as the social structure and 
organization of work causes work crews to resist outsiders’ 
safety initiatives (Andersen et al. 2015).

If deeper (safety) cultural change is to be accomplished, 
it might be necessary for the inspections to create dou-
ble-loop learning rather than single-loop learning (Schein 
2004, Argyris 2004, Nielsen 2014). Single-loop learning is 
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suggests three roles that internal occupational health and 
safety professionals can fulfil in relation to company man-
agement, of which two are also relevant for external labour 
inspectors: controller and expert. The controller, which is 
an archetypical labour inspector role, is characterized by 
inspecting, monitoring and checking if everything is up to 
code, identifying violators and possibly punishing them. 
This puts the inspector in a ‘parent’ role and the company, 
manager or worker in a ‘child’ role. Such a relationship might 
not promote learning on behalf of the ‘child’, as a parent–
child relationship often is immature and full of power games 
and dominance rituals, particularly if the ‘child’ is disgruntled 
with its position. The expert is characterized by having a 
deeper knowledge of e.g. occupational health and safety 
than company management and workers. Although this 
is also an unequal role relationship, this can potentially be 
a more mature relationship, if the inspectors’ expertise is 
acknowledged and requested by the inspected party and 
not used by the expert to lecture in a demeaning manner. 
One important insight from transactional analysis is that 
independent of whether the inspectors are using the con-
troller or expert role, the creation of a mature and coopera-
tive role relationship concentrated on common goals is an 
important task to facilitate learning.

Further understanding of the fluidity and dynamic 
nature of communicative relationships, where people 
continuously are assigned or acquire different positions 
that they occupy in the interaction (e.g. as controller or 
expert) can be gained by insights from positioning the-
ory that somewhat complements transactional analysis 
(Carr et al. 1998, Harré et al. 2009). Each position entails 
certain rights and duties which restricts and enables peo-
ple in what they can and cannot do. Thus, certain rights 
and duties are ascribed and expected to be part of the 
position of an inspector, while other rights and duties 
are ascribed to the position of inspected. However, the 
content of the positioning is local and momentary, and 
thus might differ from one point in time to another and 
between for instance Denmark and Sweden. Therefore, the 
role relationship between inspectors and inspected might 
differ between Denmark and Sweden, as different rights 
and duties are ascribed to the positions.

Context: the Danish and Swedish Work 
Environment Authorities

The structure of the Work Environment Authorities is in 
general similar between Denmark and Sweden as are the 
systems of labour inspection, where the main role of the 
Work Environment Authorities is to supervise compliance 
with provisions concerning occupational safety and health. 
The only notable exceptions relate to sanctions, enforce-
ment and punishment, where the Danish inspectors for 

instance have greater individual mandate in relation to 
issuing prohibition notices (demanding stoppage of work 
activities due to the identified risks) and issuing fines on 
the spot, under certain conditions (Rögnvaldsson et al. 
2011). Swedish inspectors have less individual authority 
in these matters, and are for instance obliged to get the 
approval of their head of department before issuing a pro-
hibition notice.

Although Denmark is a considerable smaller country 
than Sweden (5.6 million inhabitants compared to 9.8 mil-
lion) and only has around half the number of companies 
with employees, DWEA has almost twice the number of 
inspectors of SWEA (Rögnvaldsson et al. 2011). As each 
full-time inspector in both Denmark and Sweden perform 
around 140 inspections a year, there is a marked differ-
ence in the annual number of inspections performed by 
the DWEA (around 60,000) and SWEA (around 30,000) 
(Arbejdstilsynet 2015, Arbetsmiljöverket 2015).

Another noticeable structural difference in the work 
conditions of the inspectors at DWEA and SWEA is that the 
Danish inspectors work out of their own home, and only 
visits one of the three main regional offices approximately 
every third week, while the Swedish inspectors works out 
of one of the five regional offices, where they each have 
their own office space. This gives greater opportunity for 
exchange of experiences between the Swedish inspectors 
than the Danish, who work more independently.

Inspections by DWEA an SWEA

There are two main types of inspections conducted by 
the DWEA. The primary is risk-based inspections, which 
accounts for app. 55% of all inspections, where the com-
panies are selected using a standardized risk assessment 
calculation based on sector and company history. These 
inspections are announced beforehand to the compa-
nies, who are notified that an inspector from the DWEA 
will visit them within a 3 month period (no specific date 
is given). Within construction these inspections fall in two 
parts: Firstly, inspection of the formal paperwork at the 
company home addresses and then secondly, a job perfor-
mance inspection on a specific construction site where the 
company is operating. The other main type of inspection 
in Denmark, accounting for app 43% of all inspections, 
is detail-inspections which are standard unannounced 
inspections that are not part of a specific strategic effort, 
but is focused on a specific work environmental problem 
or caused by the occurrence of a serious occupational acci-
dent at the inspected company. A third and minor type 
of inspection, which is a strategic effort specific to the 
construction sector, is the nationally coordinated opera-
tion in the construction sector, which the DWEA performs 
four times a year. The operation consists of unannounced 
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industry as they had worked within construction, as e.g. 
carpenter or electrician, prior to becoming inspectors. The 
Swedish inspectors had individual performance agree-
ments with their manager, stating that 70–75% of the 
inspections should end up in improvement notices to the 
company. The Danish inspectors had no such target for 
improvements notices.

Observations of inspections

The aim was to explore how inspections were performed 
in practice. Therefore a naturalistic observation approach 
was taken that intented to observe the naturally occur-
ring interactions between the inspector and the inspected 
party as unobtrusively as possible. This was done by the 
researcher observing the inspectors as they performed 
inspections on construction sites and in home offices of 
construction companies during a full work day. A total of 
five work days were observed in each country. The five 
Swedish inspectors and three of the Danish inspectors 
were followed individually for a work day, while the four 
remaining Danish inspectors were followed for a work day 
in pairs of two. The researcher met up with the inspectors 
in the morning, briefly explained about the purpose and 
method of the study, and then followed them on inspec-
tions. The researcher was introduced to the inspected 
as a researcher studying the way the inspectors worked. 
The companies could not deny the inspectors access to 
their premises; however, the researcher was dependent 
on approval of the companies to enter their premises 
and conduct the observations. No companies denied the 
researcher access. During the inspections the researcher 
kept in the background and tried to minimize contact with 
the inspectors and the inspected, to minimize the influ-
ence of his presence. The researcher made semi-structured 
handwritten field notes focused on three predetermined 
themes: the events of the inspections (what was inspected 
and how), the role of the inspectors (controller or expert) 
and the strategy the inspectors used when interacting with 
the inspected party (autonomy-supportive or coercive). As 
these notes were taken ‘live’ during the inspections, they 
were primarily qualitative accounts of behaviours and 
communication between the inspectors and the inspected 
parties. During most inspections, the researcher was talked 
to briefly by the inspectors (to discuss the inspection or 
explain decisions), the inspected (asking questions about 
the researcher’s role and the study) or both. All these inter-
actions were also described in the field notes.

A total of 30 inspections were observed (18 Danish and 
12 Swedish). Five of them (four Danish and one Swedish) 
were considered incomplete as they were very short 
inspections (less than 20   min) and/or the inspections 
were not possible to complete, as the relevant persons 

inspections on a large number of construction sites on 
a single day with specific focuses, e.g. fall from heights. 
Two weeks after the operation all sites, where issues were 
identified, are revisited by the same inspectors to check 
whether the issues have been remedied. These operations 
and revisits are done in pair of two inspectors.

In Sweden there is only one main type of inspection, 
which is unannounced by default and similar to the Danish 
detail inspection. Like in Denmark, companies are selected 
for inspection based on a risk assessment calculation. In 
the construction industry, the obligatory registration of 
construction sites is used to identify sites for inspection. 
More focused inspections are also performed, such as 
asbestos inspections that are performed on sites that 
included the removal of asbestos (any asbestos work 
must be reported to the SWEA who then have an expert 
in asbestos, who inspects some of them) and near miss 
inspections (companies are obligated by law to report 
any major near misses to the SWEA who then visits some 
of the sites to investigate the circumstances around the 
incident and whether the company has made sufficient 
precautionary efforts following the incident).

Methods

The study was part of the Svedan project, which aims at 
identifying causal factors behind the difference in occu-
pational injury rates between Denmark and Sweden. The 
study was based on a mixed-method approach combin-
ing observations of inspections within the construction 
industry by DWEA and SWEA, interviews with inspectors 
and their managers and questionnaire responses from the 
inspected companies.

Participants

Five Swedish and seven Danish inspectors were followed 
by the researcher during a typical work day focused on 
inspections in the construction industry. The inspectors 
were recruited through their heads of department, who 
were approached by the researcher and informed about 
the study. The heads of department formulated a call for 
participants and the inspectors volunteered. The inspectors 
were ensured confidentially. The Swedish inspectors were 
based in Gothenburg and covered the Western Region of 
Sweden while the Danish inspectors were affiliated with 
the Inspection Centre North covering the middle and 
northern part of Jutland. Nine of the 12 inspectors were 
male (one Swedish (I12) and two Danish (I7 and I2) female 
inspectors) and apart from one of the Danish inspectors 
(I1), who had only worked as an inspector for two years, 
they had between 7 and 20  years of experience. The 
majority had pre-existing knowledge of the construction 
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Danish inspectors leave a provisional inspection report 
(including any improvement notices) at the site and then 
writes up the final report at home afterwards, which typi-
cally takes around 30 min for standard inspections.

Interviews

Besides the observations, the inspectors were also inter-
viewed by the researcher during the work day. The inter-
views were done in between inspections as the inspector 
and the researcher were driving or walking from one con-
struction site to another. The interviews both focused on 
general issues, such as the inspectors’ experiences and 
perceptions of their own roles, and more specific issues 
related to the observed inspections, such as expectations 
to an upcoming inspection and discussions of choices, 
strategies and reactions of the inspected after inspec-
tions. In this way, the researcher used an ‘observe and 
ask’-strategy (Pink et al. 2010) to gain further insight into 

who should participate in the inspection (managers or 
workers) were not present. Thus, a total of 25 inspections 
(14 Danish, 11 Swedish) were considered completed (see 
Table 1). The observed inspections were a mix of inspec-
tion types. In Denmark, risk-based inspections, detail-in-
spections and the nationally coordinated operation in the 
construction sector (both an operation and a day of revis-
its) were observed. Three different types of inspections 
were also observed in Sweden: Asbestos inspections, near 
miss inspections and the more general detail inspections.

The length of the completed inspection varied from 25 
to 157 min, which both reflected the size of the inspected 
site and the number of issues identified. On average the 
completed Swedish inspections were almost 30 min longer 
than the Danish. However, this was mainly due to proce-
dural differences, where the Swedish inspectors used more 
time on paperwork at the site, as they were instructed to 
finish all paperwork before they left, e.g. writing the final 
inspection report and handing it over to the company. The 

Table 1 Characteristics of the observed danish (dK) and swedish (s) inspections

notes: the completed risk-based inspections consists of two parts:
(a) inspection of paperwork at the company home address.
(b) inspection of a work site.
aMean. 
bsum. 

No

Inspection Length (min) Improv. notices

QuestionnairesInspector Type All Completed Issued Prohibition
dK1 i1 risk based 18 no n/a n/a
dK2 i1 risk based 10 no n/a n/a
dK3a i1 risk based 25 57 1 1/1
dK3b i1 32 0 0/0
dK4a i2 risk based 33 79 1 1/1
dK4b i2 46 1 1/1
dK5 i2 detail 30 30 2 0/1
dK6 i3 + i4 operation 61 61 1 1/1
dK7 i3 + i4 operation 38 38 1 0/0
dK8 i3 + i4 operation 117 117 1 1/1
dK9 i5 detail 157 157 7 Yes 1/1
dK10 i5 detail 53 53 1 0/1
dK11 i5 detail 9 no n/a n/a
dK12 i6 + i7 operation, revisit 45 45 1 1/1
dK13 i6 + i7 operation, revisit 29 29 1 0/0
dK14 i6 + i7 operation, revisit 5 no n/a n/a
dK15 i6 + i7 operation, revisit 33 33 0 0/1
dK16 i6 + i7 operation, revisit 25 25 0 0/0
dK17 i6 + i7 detail 25 25 0 1/1
dK18 i6 + i7 detail 26 26 1 Yes 0/1
s1 i8 asbestos 142 142 8 Yes 1/2
s2 i8 asbestos 105 105 10 Yes 1/1
s3 i9 near miss 87 87 0 1/1
s4 i9 detail 60 60 2 1/1
s5 i9 detail 56 56 0 0/1
s6 i9 detail 50 50 3 0/1
s7 i10 detail 113 113 2 Yes 1/2
s8 i10 detail 11 no n/a n/a
s9 i10 detail 70 70 3 1/1
s10 i11 detail 79 79 0 0/1
s11 i12 detail 82 82 4 1/1
s12 i12 detail 60 60 0 1/1
total 58a 67a 51b 5b 16/25 (64%)
dK 45a 55a 19b 2b 8/12 (67%)
s 76a 82a 32b 3b 8/13 (62%)
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be more evidence of this. This is an atypical number, as the 
inspectors stated that they normally issued one prohibition 
notice a month each. This might indicate a stricter practice 
than normal during the observed inspections, although 
each of the prohibition notices (which all were related to 
lack of fall protection) were clear-cut and approved over 
the phone by their head of department (who knew the 
researcher was observing the inspection, though). On the 
other hand, both the Danish and Swedish inspectors clearly 
did not follow the established guidelines in some instances, 
and admitted and explained these violations of protocol to 
the researcher when questioned about them, which indi-
cates that they did not just behave as they were supposed 
to, because they were observed. In the current case, the 
naturalistic setting of the observations and the fact that the 
inspectors had a job to do that commanded their attention, 
might have made them less prone to engage in self-con-
scious second-guessing about what the researcher was 
after. Furthermore, the interactive nature of the inspection, 
where the inspector interacted with one or more persons 
being inspected also elicited and constrained the possible 
behaviours as the inspectors had to react adequately to the 
behaviours of the inspected parties (Sillars 1991).

Questionnaire data

A short questionnaire, measuring how the companies 
being inspected perceived the inspector and the possible 
benefits of the inspection, was handed out at the end of 
the inspection by the researcher. The questionnaire was 
given to the primary person involved in the inspection. 
Typically this was a person with some degree of mana-
gerial responsibility. In a few instances, two persons were 
the primary persons being inspected and thus two ques-
tionnaires were handed out. The questionnaire could be 
completed either online or by posting it to the researcher. 
A key was used to keep track of which respondent the 
questionnaire concerned.

The questionnaire contained two scales developed spe-
cifically for this study (see Appendix A). The items in the 
scales were taken from previous user surveys of the DWEA 
and SWEA and adapted to the current context. Perception 
of the inspector was measured using eight items tapping 
into whether the inspector was perceived as knowledge-
able, professional and understandable (Chronbachs 
alpha = 0.91). Perceived benefits of the inspection was meas-
ured using seven items tapping into whether the company 
being inspected perceived that the inspection identified 
important problems, gave better appreciation of the work 
environment and guided them in their work environment 
efforts (Chronbachs alpha = 0.84). All items were answered 
on a five-point scale ranging from ‘Not at all’ to ‘To a very 
large extent’.

the inspectors’ practice where the interview data enriched 
the observational data.

To gain background knowledge, the Danish and 
Swedish head of department of the respective inspec-
tion sections were interviewed on general issues relating 
to national inspection strategies, performance measures, 
training, selection and working conditions of inspectors. 
All interviews were recorded.

The obtrusive unobtrusive role of the researcher

The ‘observe and ask’-strategy used in this study is not with-
out its limitations. Observational research has an inherent 
risk related to the researcher contaminating the object 
under study by his/her presence. The mere observation 
of an interaction might in reality become an unforeseen 
intervention. These types of methodological challenges 
also surfaced in the current study. One example of this 
was seen at two separate Swedish inspections (S3 and 
S10). Swedish inspections are unannounced by default, 
but in these two cases the inspectors called the site the 
day before the inspection to make sure that the researcher 
was allowed at the site. This was done on the inspectors’ 
own initiative and the researcher was first informed of this 
on the day of the inspection. So, the inspectors wanted 
to make sure that the observations could be performed, 
but ended up interfering with part of what was observed. 
Likewise, being observed often affects a person’s behav-
iour, although some behaviours are more reactive than 
others and are more easily manipulated. This methodo-
logical issue is augmented when combining observations 
with interviews, which on the one hand can provide the 
researcher with valuable deeper insight and understand-
ing of the observed practice, but simultaneously on the 
other hand increases the risk of contamination, as the 
interviewee reflects on his/her own practice and is affected 
by the questions posed by the researcher. An example of 
this comes from a Danish inspection (DK4b) where the 
inspector applied arguments and statements used by the 
researcher during the previous interview, at the ensuing 
inspection. Here, the inspector was either inspired by argu-
ments of the researcher or changed behaviour to fit what 
she thought the researcher was looking for. In these cases, 
we have moved from mere observation on the part of the 
researcher to intervening in the inspection process.

At the end of the observations, each inspector was ques-
tioned about whether being observed had affected their 
behaviour during the day. They all stated that the pres-
ence of the researcher did not influence their decisions or 
behaviour, and that the observed inspections were rather 
typical of their work. As noted above, this might not be the 
whole story. The three prohibition notices issued by the 
Swedish inspectors on the 12 observed inspections might 
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was used for interactions, where the inspectors initiated 
problem-solving dialogues between workers and/or 
managers without being in the forefront of the discus-
sion themselves. Four other reaction types (preparation, 
positive behaviour, single and double-loop learning) 
were also added to theme (3).

The interviews with the inspectors were analysed 
deductively to identify the inspectors’ reasoning behind 
choices of strategies and perception of the inspection and 
the reaction of the inspected parties. This was used to gain 
further understanding of the observed inspection process 
and interpretation of actions.

Independent-samples t-tests were used to compare 
scale means between the Danish and Swedish respond-
ents in the questionnaires. Statistical analyses were per-
formed with IBM SPSS v. 20.

Results

Role relationships

Three different roles of the inspectors were identified: 
Controller, Expert and Sounding board.

Controller
The primary role of both the Danish and Swedish inspec-
tors was as authoritarian controllers, who check if rules 
and regulations are followed. This role was evident at 
all observed inspections and there were no noticeable 
differences between Danish and Swedish inspectors. 
Most of the inspections fell in two parts: inspection of 
the work site (inspection of machinery and observing 
workers while they perform their job) and inspection of 
paperwork.

The observations of job performance were done 
both overtly and covertly. The covert observations 
were  done  before the inspectors entered the site, 
often from the distance, as the inspectors approach 
the building site either by foot or by car as described 
in the following:

When we previously passed the construction site in the 
car, the inspector noticed a worker at the top of the build-
ing without a safety line or other fall protection gear. 
Thus, we drive back to the site. We park at a nursing home 
right next to the site. As we approach the site, the inspec-
tor spots another worker without fall protection gear at 
the top of the building. (observation notes, I9, S4)

These covert observations gave the inspectors an impres-
sion of how work was performed at the site without the 
influence of the presence of an inspector. One example 
of this influence was seen at a Swedish site where the 
front of a 5 storage high house was being renovated 
(S8). A lone worker was working on the scaffolding and 
we could see from the street that he was not wearing a 

A total of 25 questionnaires were handed out after 22 of 
the observed inspections. No questionnaire was handed 
out on the five incomplete inspections. The three com-
pleted inspections where no questionnaires were handed 
out was due to no Danish-speaking workers present, so 
no-one could understand the questionnaire (DK7), the rel-
evant person rushed off before he could receive the ques-
tionnaire (DK13), and no relevant person present (DK16). 
Sixteen questionnaires from 15 different inspections were 
completed giving a response rate of 64% (See Table 1).

Data analysis

Field notes of observations were typed up and interviews 
with inspectors were transcribed before entered into 
Nvivo10, where the individual inspections and interviews 
were analysed. For the observations this was done using 
both a top-down (inductive) and bottom-up (deductive) 
coding strategy. The top-down strategy was based on cod-
ing the individual inspections according to three major 
themes that were formulated beforehand based on pre-
vious research (Hale 1995, Bruhn 2006, Grey 2006, Burstyn 
et al. 2010):

(1)    The role of the inspector vis-à-vis the inspected 
(as controller and/or expert). The role was 
coded as controller if the interactions consisted 
of the inspector monitoring or inspecting the 
work environment/paperwork or question-
ing or preaching to the workers/managers. 
Interactions where workers or managers asked 
for advice or requested knowledge from the 
inspector were coded as the expert role.

(2)    The inspectors’ interactions with the inspected 
(the use of autonomy-supportive tactics and/
or coercive tactics). Interactions where the 
inspector provided rationale, choices, showed 
empathy and praised the inspected workers 
and managers for the initiatives that they had 
taken were coded as autonomy supportive. 
Interactions where the inspectors used their 
formal power by issuing deadlines, threats of 
fines or other punitive actions were coded as 
coercive.

(3)    Reactions of the inspected (negative behav-
iour). Interactions where the inspected workers 
and/or managers reacted to the inspection with 
disagreement, non-cooperation or lying were 
coded as negative behaviour.

The bottom-up strategy was sensitive to the information 
in the data where new codes and categories emerged 
during the coding and reading of the transcripts. This 
added the role of sounding board to theme (1) which 
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All workers have gathered around the inspector, who 
is sitting in his car. The inspector talks about their han-
dling of the asbestoses. He raises his voice somewhat and 
says: ‘Who the hell do you think you are cheating? This 
is bloody important! Else you will end up sick when you 
get old, because you have been working the wrong way’. 
(Observation notes, I8, S2)

Expert
A minor inspector role, that also was evident at most 
inspections in both Denmark (9 out of 14) and Sweden (7 
out of 11), was the expert-role, where the workers or man-
agers being inspected asked the inspectors questions to 
gain knowledge from them. The questions both pertained 
to the current building site and problems faced there, and 
to other building sites or general rules and regulations, e.g. 
exposure levels or lifting equipment.

Normally these questions came at the end of the 
inspection and could be initiated by both the inspector 
(for instance by asking whether the workers/managers had 
any questions) or by the inspected workers/managers. For 
instance, at a Danish site, the inspectors were approached 
by workers as they were leaving the site and asked to join 
them during their break in their site hut, as they had some 
question concerning safety rules (DK12).

The inspectors were generally careful not to go into an 
advisory role, where they gave specific advice on how to 
solve specific problems, as this was not part of their assign-
ment and could be seen as interfering with management’s 
right to plan work in their own company. However, a grey 
zone exists between the role as an expert who uses his/her 
knowledge to educate people and the role of an advisor 
solving specific problems. The inspectors were often asked 
for specific advice on how to solve problems, and they han-
dled this in different ways. Some simply cited the regulation 
and listed the different demands and rules stipulated there, 
while others gave quite specific solutions, but at the same 
time were quite careful to cover themselves by stating that 
‘(T)his is just a suggestion, and it is not up to me to decide 
how you should solve this’, as one of the inspectors put it.

Although the expert-role did not take up a lot of time dur-
ing inspections (often just a few minutes at the end) and was 
not present in all inspections, it is an indication of the exist-
ence of a certain level of trust in the relationship between the 
inspector and the inspected party and an acknowledgement 
of the inspectors’ expertise from the inspected party.

Sounding board
The controller and expert roles both represent an une-
qual role relationship. However, in a few instances in 
Sweden, the inspectors entered into a more equal role 
relationship while trying to initiate a problem-solv-
ing dialogue with or between the inspected workers/
managers.

safety helmet, although there was a sign at the entrance 
showing that helmets were mandatory. We did not have 
helmets with us and thus first approached him when he 
came down to street level. He then immediately took on 
his helmet although the inspector did not mention any-
thing about it.

The paperwork inspection generally consisted of ques-
tioning management representatives on the existence of 
mandatory documents such as the Work Environment plan 
for the site, and reading through these to judge whether 
they were adequate. This part of the inspection was 
rather formal and normally took place in a site hut or an 
office where the paperwork was placed. Every inspection 
included an inspection of the work site. However, a few of 
the inspections in both countries did not include inspec-
tion of paperwork. These were unscheduled inspections 
where no (major) issues were identified during the initial 
work site inspection and thus the inspectors did not con-
sider it necessary to look at the paperwork.

The main method used by the inspectors during the 
inspections was short interviews with both workers and 
managers. These could both take the form of informal con-
versations about work organization and more formal and 
authoritarian questioning on plans, procedures, knowl-
edge of rules and documentations.

Part of the controller-role was also to secure evidence 
in the cases where sanctions were issued. This might be 
in form of photographing violations or taking samples of 
materials to be analysed for e.g. asbestos. The inspectors 
were sometimes limited in their possible reactions to vio-
lations due to this need to have solid evidence for viola-
tions. So although they might observe that scaffolding or 
a power saw is not up to code, they may not be able to 
react on this by issuing improvement notices, unless they 
see workers use the saw or work on the scaffolding. One of 
the Danish building sites was the construction of a family 
home, where the home owner built part of the home him-
self in his spare time (DK16). The scaffolding around the 
house was not properly secured (the home owner did not 
want to secure the scaffold on to the house, as this would 
mean holes in the outer wall) but the inspectors could not 
do anything about this, as no workers were observed on 
the scaffolding and the workers on site claimed that only 
the home owner used the scaffolding.

When violations were found, the inspectors generally 
reacted by pointing out the violation and lecturing the 
inspected party about the rules and regulations. With 
minor violations this was often done through discus-
sion of solutions. However, in a few instances, where the 
inspectors identified more widespread lack of knowl-
edge and adherence to important safety rules, the tone 
became more emotional as the following observation 
illustrates:
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the same time attempting to broaden the perspectives of 
the inspected and get them to work in different ways. For 
instance, a Danish construction manager at a renovation of 
an apartment building, where there was not much room, 
complained that they had problems enforcing housekeep-
ing with the subcontractors (DK6). The inspector argued 
to look at this from a safety culture perspective and work 
with it in different ways than punitive enforcement.

The arguments inspectors used to try to persuade the 
inspected were based on both objective statistics (e.g. I6: 
‘tripping is the second most common injury-type within 
construction’), and more personal experiences (e.g. I5: ‘I’ve 
personally investigated many accidents, so I know what can 
happen, when you work on ladders’) and ‘scary’ anecdotes 
(e.g. I6: ‘don’t you remember the fatal accident that hap-
pened nearby a few years ago? – that person worked the 
same way as you do’). The inspectors that had education 
within or work experiences from the construction sector 
themselves also frequently drew on this, as a way of legit-
imizing themselves and connecting with the workers (e.g. 
I1:‘I’ve worked as a carpenter myself, so I know how it is’).

Although the use of autonomy-supportive strategies 
was widespread in both countries, there was a tendency 
to a higher use of this in Sweden. All the Swedish inspec-
tions included autonomy-supportive strategies, while they 
were only evident in 10 out of the 14 Danish inspections. 
Furthermore, the autonomy-supportive strategies were 
more prominent in the individual inspections in Sweden 
than in Denmark. Especially the praising of initiatives 
and recognition of the work environment efforts of the 
inspected company were more predominant in Sweden.

Coercive tactics
Coercive tactics focus on pressure, surveillance and 
deadlines. They are based on the formal authority of the 
inspectors to coerce the inspected company to follow their 
instructions, as long as the instructions comply with the 
regulation. Both the company and the inspector know 
that, and thus the relationship between the inspector and 
the inspected is inherently unequal. However, the obser-
vations showed that the inspectors used this authority to 
coerce both in very obvious and more subtle manners.

The most widespread coercive tactic in both countries 
was the issuing of written improvement notices, where the 
inspectors described identified violations and set dead-
lines for when they should be remedied. The deadlines 
varied from immediately to a few months depending on 
the severity and type of violation. The written improve-
ment notices were formulated in the inspection report 
at the end of the inspection and handed over to the 
inspected company. The inspectors always used some 
time to explain the different improvement notices to the 
inspected workers/managers.

The clearest example was seen on a near-miss inspec-
tion at a Swedish site, where a crane had dropped a 7 ton 
concrete element in a work area (S3). As the inspector 
inspected the site of the near-miss together with the man-
ager and a safety representative, a worker who had wit-
nessed the incident joined in and the inspector facilitated 
a discussion of possible causes of the near-miss between 
the worker, the manager and the safety representative. 
The inspector was not in the forefront of the discussion, 
but moderated it, encouraged inputs and supported sug-
gestions that came up from the group.

This role, which was termed ‘sounding board’, was not 
identified in the Danish inspections. However, there might 
be several explanations for this. First of all, it was a rare 
role, only seen on a few Swedish inspections, thus the 
role might also exist as a rare role in a Danish context, but 
just not have surfaced in the limited number of observed 
Danish inspections. The role might also be closely related 
to the specific type of inspection (near-miss inspection) 
that has a more investigative aim. That type of inspection 
does not exist in Denmark, as companies are not obli-
gated to report serious near-misses to the authorities as 
in Sweden.

Inspection strategies

In both countries the inspectors relied on both autono-
my-supportive and coercive strategies to create change 
during inspections.

Autonomy-supportive strategy
The autonomy-supportive strategy focuses on providing 
rationale, choices, showing empathy and praising the 
inspected workers and managers for the initiatives that 
they have taken. Part of this is explaining the rationale 
behind the rules being enforcing. For instance, a Swedish 
inspector explained to construction workers that it 
was important that they sealed up material containing 
asbestos properly, so renovation workers would not be 
exposed to asbestos when handling the material later 
(S1). Likewise, a Danish inspection of a master carpenter 
and his journeyman showed how the inspector provided 
rationale, showed empathy and gave them autonomy as 
he explained that the aim of the inspection was not just 
short-term injury risk reduction, but also a long-term focus 
so that they would be able to work until they turned 70 
(DK3b). The inspector then proceeded to show and dis-
cuss different aids and tools they could use for their work, 
leaving it up to them which to choose.

The autonomy-supportive strategies also included 
examples of not just dismissing the inspected parties’ 
point of view, but expressing understanding for their opin-
ion (e.g. I8: ‘I understand your reasoning, but ....’) while at 
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Furthermore, while the use of coercive strategies was 
normally tightly connected to the issuing of improve-
ment notices in Sweden, it was a bigger part of how the 
inspectors generally communicated in Denmark, where 
especially the threat of fines was articulated much more 
often than in Sweden.

Reactions by the inspected parties

Whereas the former categories have focused on the strat-
egies employed by the inspectors and the roles they per-
form during inspections, this category focuses on how the 
inspected parties react on being inspected.

Preparation
Some of the inspections were scheduled in advance so the 
inspected party knew that the inspectors were coming 
either on the specific day (in Sweden) or within a three-
month period (in Denmark).

It has been argued, that by giving such advance notice 
of inspections regulatory agencies play a role in the crea-
tion of Potemkim villages (Grey 2006), that is the inspected 
companies create a facade for the inspectors to see, that 
showcases better health and safety standards than is nor-
mally the case, thereby deceiving the inspectors. However, 
although it was evident that the companies had used the 
notice of an upcoming inspection to prepare at two of 
the risk-based inspections in Denmark (at one of the sites 
(DK1) an office clerk directly stated: ‘We were called up 
[and told that we would be inspected] – so we have pre-
pared ourselves as much as we could’), it was also evident 
that it was primarily paperwork that they prepared for the 
inspection and not changes in work habits or risk taking. 
On one of the other risk-based inspections the company 
manager could show a half-finished risk assessment that 
they had not quite finished yet at the home office (DK4a), 
while the following inspection at one of the company’s 
work site two hours later (that was arranged with the man-
ager) revealed a lack of emergency exits in an excavation, 
which was a very basic violation that was fixed immedi-
ately when pointed out by the inspector (DK4b). Similarly, 
fencing was missing round an excavation at a Swedish site 
where the inspection was announced the day before (S10). 
Thus, these companies had clearly not ‘polished up’ the 
work site in preparation for the inspection.

Negative and positive behaviour
In some instances, the inspected persons reacted with 
negative behaviour such as disagreement, non-cooper-
ation or lying. All three types of negative behaviour were 
significantly more pronounced in Denmark than Sweden. 
In Sweden the negative behaviours were only observed 
at a single inspection each, while in Denmark each of 

If the inspectors observed violations, they sometimes 
used their authority in a very direct way by ordering peo-
ple to immediately comply with rules. This might both 
be for minor and major violations. For instance, a Danish 
inspector ordered workers to stop work and leave a room 
immediately, because there was no guard rail round a 
big open hole in the floor leading down to the basement 
(DK9). Conversely, a Swedish inspector approached a 
worker cutting with an angle grinder and told him to put 
on safety goggles right away (S4). In both Denmark and 
Sweden there was a clear tendency to use direct coercive 
strategies more when dealing with major violations.

The Swedish observations were conducted only a few 
months ahead of an announced change in the law that 
would make violations of certain paragraphs punishable 
with immediate fines. Thus, part of the inspectors’ tasks 
was to inform about the new regulation. All the Swedish 
inspectors mentioned this at the sites, often connected 
to identified violations, e.g. ‘If the law was active now, 
you would have gotten a fine immediately’. In Denmark 
the inspectors already had this possibility at the time of 
the observations. This seemed to have an influence on 
practice, as the Danish inspectors very often used the 
threat of fines, while this was not the case for the Swedish 
inspectors. The Danish inspectors often related possible 
violations directly to fines in their interactions with the 
inspected parties, e.g. when a Danish inspector was talk-
ing about lifting heavy goods to two carpenters installing 
heavy windows he said to them: ‘If I see you lifting the 
windows, you will be fined 20,000 DKR (~2700€)’ (DK10). 
Swedish inspectors did not have this possibility at the time 
of the study, and thus their coercion was based on only the 
fact that the law was broken, while the Danish inspectors 
also used the added threat of fines as coercion.

The fact that the inspected party was aware of and 
recognized the inspectors’ authority made it possible for 
them to create change by merely pointing out issues, thus 
drawing attention to them with the unspoken but under-
lying threat of further action, if the inspected did not bring 
things up to code voluntarily. For instance, a Danish inspec-
tor said to two floor layers, that other inspectors might take 
issues with the blinding lights they were using, but he was 
not going to do anything about it this time (DK12). This 
specific inspector used variations of this subtle coercive 
tactic on several of the observed inspections. It was always 
related to minor violations, such as order and tidiness, and 
might be a way to get problems solved without throwing 
the book at the inspected for minor violations – and at the 
same time avoid paperwork for the inspector.

The use of coercive strategies was widespread in both 
countries. However, there was a tendency to a higher 
use of it in Denmark, where it was evident in 13 out of 
the 14 inspections compared to 8 out of 11 in Sweden. 
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At some sites, the inspected persons also reacted with 
positive behaviour such as showing gratitude for the work 
done by the inspectors and acknowledging their impor-
tance. This was most widespread in Sweden, as the man-
agers at almost half of the Swedish sites directly expressed 
gratitude towards the inspectors at the end of the inspec-
tions, for instance by thanking them for stopping by and 
telling them that it had been a learning experience for 
them. No managers did that in Denmark. However, at two 
Danish sites, workers acknowledged the benefit of the 
inspections to their life and limp.

Single- and double-loop learning
Single- and double loop learning are primarily cognitive 
processes and are thus not easy to observe. However, based 
on the definitions, stated in the introduction, single-loop 
learning was understood as immediate corrections of 
violations, with no sign of reflection upon the underly-
ing causes, while double-loop learning was understood 
as indications of the inspection starting a more reflective 
process in the inspected company, where the underlying 
causes of violations were reflected upon.

Both Danish and Swedish inspectors tried to set up situ-
ations, where they created (double-loop) learning. This was 
for instances done by informing about rules and the under-
lying rationales to the inspected persons. However, the 
inspections seemed only to lead to such changes in a very 
few instances in both Denmark and Sweden. It was very 
rare that the inspected parties entered into a dialogue/
discussion with the inspectors that showed an interest in 
challenging their current action theories, which would be 
an indication of a changed mindset and a genuine interest 
in doing things differently. For instance, a Danish carpenter 
asked the inspector about the correct lifting technique 
for some plasterboard that was difficult to handle. After 
the inspector demonstrated the correct technique the 
carpenter replied: ‘Well, I was just curious. I’m not sure I’ll 
stop lifting the way I usually do’ (DK10).

In most instances workers and managers complied with 
instructions from the inspectors without much reflection. 
Especially in Denmark it was evident that violations were 
immediately corrected by the inspected, i.e. as soon as an 
issue was pointed out the inspected persons made the 
necessary correction either themselves or by telling oth-
ers to do it. In a few instances, this of course was linked to 
the issuing of prohibition notices by the inspectors, where 
work was not allowed to continue until the violations were 
corrected, but it was also evident with minor violations. 
For instance, at a renovation of an apartment building 
the inspector pointed out to the construction manager 
that a doorstep was missing, as we entered a room used 
as a provisional eating area by the workers. When we left 
the room 10 min later, a new doorstep was in place (DK6). 

the behaviours were observed on approximately half the 
inspections. The negative behaviours were seen from both 
workers and managers in Denmark, while only managers 
expressed negative behaviour in Sweden.

The primary negative behaviour was expressing disa-
greement with the inspector, regarding for instance the 
interpretation of rules or the seriousness of a violation/prob-
lem. This was only observed at one of the Swedish inspec-
tions, where the inspected persons continually questioned 
the inspector’s interpretation of the rules concerning use 
of guard rail on a roof top (S7). In Denmark, however, the 
inspected persons expressed disagreement with the inspec-
tor on almost half of the inspections, ranging from mild 
utterances of disagreement about whether tidiness was a 
problem to furious quarrelling and yelling over being denied 
access to a work area through an unsafe passage (DK9).

Non-cooperation was a second form of negative behav-
iour. Here the inspected either directly or indirectly failed 
to cooperate with the inspector. The most direct example 
observed of this was one of the incomplete inspections, 
where a bricklayer would not disclose his location to a 
Danish inspector, who called him up for an onsite inspec-
tion (DK2). Indirect non-cooperation was seen by a Danish 
manager who was very passive during an inspection and 
only gave very short and evasive answers to the inspector’s 
questions, showing clearly that he wanted the inspection 
to be finished as quickly as possible (DK4a).

Lying was a third form of negative behaviour, which of 
course was difficult to identify, because the whole idea of 
lying was not to be detected. However, sometimes it was 
possible to detect lying indirectly or directly. For instance, a 
site owner representative told a Danish inspector that the 
carpenter had used lifts to mount heavy fireproof doors at 
a renovation of a city hall. However, when confronted with 
this the carpenter just laughed and said ‘Well, from now on 
I will’ (DK10). As the inspected parties were not interviewed 
afterwards it is difficult to know why they lied. It could 
either be an intentional lie, aimed at deliberately deceiv-
ing the inspector or an unintentional lie told because they 
thought it was correct at the time, or because they wanted 
to hide their lack of knowledge and hoped for either a 
lucky guess or not to be checked up upon. For instance, 
a Danish inspector called the site manager at a renova-
tion site to get hold of the mandatory work environment 
plan for the site which the inspector could not locate. The 
site manager said that they had not quite finished it yet, 
which earned them an improvement notice. Ten minutes 
later, the site manager called the inspector telling him 
that he had found the work environment plan for the site. 
However, when questioned about it by the inspector, it 
turned out that it was just a site map he had found, thereby 
revealing the site manager’s lack of knowledge of what a 
mandatory work environment plan was (DK9).
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unequal role relationship and the right and duties inherent 
in the controller role.

Conversely, the Danish inspectors more often relied on 
coercive inspection strategies when performing the con-
troller role. This was especially done by using the threat of 
fines, which positioned the inspected workers and man-
agers as violators, which is in line with a general regula-
tory trend where workers are transformed from victims to 
offenders (Grey 2006). Thus, the greater individual mandate 
of the Danish inspectors in issuing sanctions may promote 
the coercive side of the controller role and contribute to a 
more unequal role relationship in Denmark based on puni-
tive enforcement. This may stimulate more power games 
and less cooperation. Matching this, Danish workers and 
managers behaved more negatively towards the inspec-
tors and thus challenged and questioned the rights and 
duties of the controller role through power games. This 
positioning happens in a dynamic communication process 
of social acts between persons and does not lend itself 
easily to traditional notions of causality (Harré et al. 2009). 
Therefore, it is not meaningful to discuss whether it is the 
larger reliance on coercive tactics by Danish inspectors 
that encourage negative behaviour, or if it is the negative 
behaviour on behalf of the inspected party that trigger the 
use of more coercive tactics among the inspectors.

However, such relations between the inspectors and 
the inspected may be counteractive to occupational 
safety as the more negative behaviour in Denmark may 
indicate a less cooperative tone, which obstructs learn-
ing and reduces the effectiveness of inspections (Burstyn 
et al. 2010). But it might be difficult for the individual 
inspectors to change this and build up a more mature 
‘adult’ relationship between the parties from a position 
outside the company when the contact is limited to a few 
hours per year (Hale 1995). Especially considering the vio-
lation-tolerant nature of construction sites, where workers 
sometimes deliberately reduce themselves to the level of 
children who need to be controlled (Sherratt et al. 2013). 
On a larger scale, this may be indicative of attitudes and 
authority-company relations at a more general societal 
level that may influence occupational safety. However, in 
both Denmark and Sweden there is a strong tradition of 
citizens trusting in the fair treatment from public officials 
and therefore, the large national difference identified in 
this study, especially in negative behaviour, is somewhat 
surprising. Whether this is a general difference that could 
also be identified in other industries is unknown, and more 
studies are needed to investigate this further.

Inspection types and numbers

It is obvious that some of the differences in inspection 
types will influence some of the results. As mentioned, it 

These types of non-reflective ‘live’ corrections during the 
inspection was seen at around half of the Danish inspec-
tion, while only one instance of it was identified in Sweden, 
although Swedish inspectors also pointed out many vio-
lations that could be corrected immediately.

Questionnaire data

The independent-samples t-test revealed significant dif-
ferences between Denmark and Sweden for both the 
perception of the inspectors (t(14) = −3.63, p = 0.003) and 
the perceived benefits of the inspections (t(14) = −3.83, 
p = 0.002) (see Table 2). In both instances, Sweden scored 
higher than Denmark indicating that the Swedish partici-
pants had more positive perceptions of the inspectors and 
the benefits of the inspections.

Discussion

Differences in role relationship and inspection 
strategies between Denmark and Sweden

The results showed that although the primary roles of the 
Danish and Swedish inspectors were the same on the gen-
eral level, there were also some differences in how the role 
relationships played out in the two countries. The relation-
ship seemed more mature in Sweden, as there were fewer 
power games (less negative behaviour) and the parties 
inspected on the Danish observations seemed unhap-
pier with the ‘parent-child’ relationship. This was evident, 
as there were differences in how the inspectors and the 
inspected parties were positioned vis-a-vis each other.

The unequal controller role was the dominating role in 
both Denmark and Sweden. However, in performing this 
role, the Swedish inspectors relied more often on auton-
omy-supportive tactics than the Danish inspectors. When 
using autonomy-supportive tactics, e.g. praising initiatives 
and recognizing efforts, the inspectors positioned the 
inspected party as independent individuals who were able 
to change and improve their working environment in a 
positive direction. Parallel to this, many Swedish managers 
openly recognized the inspectors’ importance, expertise 
and legitimacy by for instance thanking them after the 
inspection, thus showing acceptance of and respect for the 

Table 2  Comparison between perception of the inspector and 
perceived benefit of the inspection in denmark and sweden 
(scale 1–5, 5 best)

*p < 0.01. 

N
Perception of the 

inspector Benefit of the inspection
denmark 8 3.47 (0.34) 3.32 (0.39)
sweden 8 4.42 (0.66) 4.24 (0.56)
difference 16 0.88* (0.25) 0.84* (0.23)
Cohen’s d 1.90 1.91
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immediate effect on the work environment of the inspec-
tions, where the identified issues are resolved either during 
the inspection (especially in Denmark) or within a short 
time period due to the improvement notices. Most likely 
there is also a positive effect, probably most notably on 
paperwork, of the advance notice of inspections, which is 
done with risk-based inspections in Denmark. This tactic 
has been described as a form of ‘bluffing’ as it is expected 
that there will be temporary compliance with minor vio-
lations which would probably not lead to prosecution if 
discovered by the inspector anyway, and that this will, in 
turn, allow the inspectors to focus on major health and 
safety problems (Hutter 2001). Thus, the preparation done 
by the companies in anticipation of the inspection is part 
of the effect of the inspection. However, the question is 
whether these effects are only short-term, especially in a 
dynamic industry such as construction. The data did not 
reveal any certain signs of long-term changes, although 
this is also hard to observe with the current methods.

The greater use of autonomy-supportive tactics by the 
Swedish inspectors in the current study may decrease the 
number of future violations at the inspected Swedish com-
panies, as previous research has indicated that the use of 
autonomy-supportive tactics is more effective than coer-
cive tactics in resolving worksite non-compliance with 
regulations (Burstyn et al. 2010). This was also indicated 
in the questionnaire data where the Swedes had more 
positive perceptions of the inspector and the inspection. 
This is in line with the large body of research that indicates 
that using autonomy-supportive tactics to change others’ 
behaviour results in interest, engagement and persistence 
in the targeted activities being enhanced, while reductions 
in these areas are seen when using coercive tactics (Deci 
and Ryan 2002). Furthermore, a previous Danish study 
has shown that trust and dialogue between the owner/
manager and inspectors was important for the develop-
ment of internally regulated motivation towards health 
and safety in small construction companies (Kvorning et 
al. 2015). Therefore, it seems plausible that an adaption of 
a more autonomy-supportive tactic by Danish inspectors 
could increase the long-term effectiveness of inspections 
in Denmark.

Lack of knowledge or lack of safety priority

All the inspectors stated that it was possible to find viola-
tions on almost any construction site. This can of course 
be an expression of the existence of many and complex 
rules, that are hard to follow (lack of knowledge of the 
rules), but also indicate an industry where there has been 
a normalization of deviances and safety violations (lack 
of safety priority). The lacking knowledge was evident in 
some instances, e.g. when workers and managers directly 

was evident that the inspected parties were prepared for 
the announced inspections, although this preparation pri-
marily concerned paperwork. Likewise, the Swedish near-
miss inspection had a very narrow focus and thus did not 
include a general inspection of the work site. This will of 
course lower the number of identified violations and hence 
the number improvement notices issued. The same goes 
for the Danish revisits as they focused on whether the pre-
viously identified violations were remedied, and thus fewer 
new improvement notices were issued. However, in many 
cases the similarities out-weighted the differences. The 
detail inspections were more or less identical in the two 
countries, and although the observed inspections from 
the national coordinated operations in Denmark focused 
on specific topics, they were very similar to the detail 
inspections in how they were performed. Furthermore, 
although the type of inspections differed, this did gener-
ally not influence the inspection practices. Several of the 
inspectors were observed on different inspection types, 
and they did not change inspection strategy or enter into 
different role relationships dependent on the inspection 
type, excluding the near miss inspection as previously 
mentioned.

Another structural difference of potential importance is 
the size of the Work Environment Authorities, where twice 
the number of inspections are performed in Denmark 
although Sweden has almost twice the number of com-
panies to inspect. Thus, in principle a Danish company 
is inspected four times as often as a Swedish company, 
although both countries use different selection strategies 
to focus inspections on the most relevant companies in 
practice. Nonetheless, if inspections are effective in pre-
venting injuries (Mischke et al. 2013), it is surprising that it 
is Sweden that has the significantly lower incidence of inju-
ries. Several explanations may be given for this. Firstly, his-
torically the difference in size has not been as pronounced 
as SWEA has seen budget-cuts in the last decade while 
DWEA has grown. Secondly, the higher number of inspec-
tions per company in Denmark might indicate a higher 
reliance on control and surveillance as an enforcement 
strategy while it has been necessary for SWEA to use a 
more autonomy-supportive strategy because of the lower 
level of inspections. Lastly, the results of the present study 
suggest that the Swedish inspections are more effective 
than the Danish and thus, the content of the inspections 
might be more important than the number of inspections.

Effectiveness of inspections

The central question regarding inspections is of course 
whether they are effective in reducing workplace risks 
and consequentially lower the frequency of injuries. The 
observations of the inspections indicate that there is an 
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workplace by inspectors might not be an effective strat-
egy to create long-term change. However, some comfort 
might be found in other studies that have found a ripple 
effect that goes beyond the specific hazards addressed, 
of issuing improvement and prohibition notices (Haviland 
et al. 2010).

Limitations

The study has a number of limitations. First of all, the 
size and design of the study makes it impossible to make 
general inferences on a national level. It is based on only 
10  days of observation of 12 inspectors. The inspectors 
were not selected to be representative of Danish and 
Swedish inspectors, and there were notable individual 
differences between inspectors in how they performed 
inspections. However, the focus of the current study was 
not on these individual differences, but on national dif-
ferences between the Danish and Swedish inspectors. 
As most of the inspectors were very experienced, it is 
likely that their practices give a good indication of how 
 inspections are done.

Furthermore, the 30 observed inspections are not nec-
essarily representative of the roughly 90,000 inspections 
done every year in Denmark and Sweden. The same goes 
for the questionnaire study where the sample size of only 
eight completed questionnaires in each country also 
means that only rather large differences can be detected. 
However, the aim of this study was to provide in-depth 
data on the differences in inspection process between 
the countries, which has been lacking in previous studies 
(Tompa et al. 2007, Mischke et al. 2013). Therefore, a rather 
time-consuming observational method was employed 
that gave access to these types of data. Additionally, the 
relative low number of inspections observed might not 
be so important, as it can be argued that potential dif-
ferences between the inspection processes in the two 
countries should be rather large if they were to explain 
any relevant differences between the countries, and thus 
they should be evident based on a relatively small number 
of inspections. Likewise, the differences in the question-
naire responses should be rather large to be of relevance 
to the study purpose, and thus be evident even with few 
respondents. The large effect-sizes found in the present 
study (see Table 2) indicate that the identified differences 
are not trivial. Thus, the problem with the small sample size 
in the (questionnaire) study is more a problem of repre-
sentativity (selection bias) and generalization than of sta-
tistical inference. It is, however, also important to keep in 
mind that the questionnaire data are not the primary data 
in this study, but was included as an independently col-
lected data source, that could validate and help interpret 
the observational data.

questioned the inspectors about rules and regulation 
(the expert role), and it has previously been argued that 
one of the disadvantages of the Swedish legislation and 
inspection method is that it entails very limited incentives 
to comply with regulations prior to inspection. As fines 
are not issued immediately, but only if companies do not 
comply with inspection notices, companies have minimal 
incentives to gather information on regulations and how 
to comply with them, as they can just wait, be inspected, 
be informed by an official and then comply (Lyttkens 1994). 
Thus, there is no incentive in the legislation to gain knowl-
edge and therefore ignorance might be a problem. This 
could possibly be an explanation of why there are more 
violations (more improvement notices issued) in Sweden 
than Denmark. On the other hand, lack of knowledge was 
also evident in Denmark and the individual performance 
targets of the Swedish inspectors relating to the issuing 
of improvement notices might play a role.

The observations also showed many basic violations 
of routine work procedures on the inspected sites that 
were not based on complex rules, such as the use of scaf-
folding or fall protection gear, when working above two 
metres. Thus, the violations were not restricted to uncom-
mon work tasks, where the workers were not up-to-date 
on regulation. For instance, the inspections showed that 
companies handling asbestos, which can only be done by 
certified companies with asbestos-trained workers, did 
not handle the asbestos the correct way and the work-
ers were as a result exposed to asbestos. So even when 
performing a work task involving a well-known hazard-
ous material that the company and workers are specifically 
trained and certified to handle, they cut corners, violate 
regulations and expose themselves to unnecessary risks. 
The two asbestos inspections (S1 + S2) were the inspec-
tions that resulted in the most improvement notices and 
even prohibition notices in both cases (which were not 
based on violations related to asbestos, though). At the 
same time the inspected parties, apart from the negative 
behaviour mentioned earlier, generally did not dispute 
the violations pointed out by the inspectors and readily 
admitted violations when asked by the inspectors. Their 
behaviour did not reflect that they felt that the identified 
violations were that serious or life-threatening. They had 
planned and performed their work in a manner that they 
felt was sufficiently safe, and thus had accepted the risk 
inherent in their practices. The inspectors’ identification 
of risks/violations did not seem to alter their perception 
of risks/dangers. This might indicate an attitude towards 
these types of violations as being rather unimportant and 
an accepted part of how the sites function, as also stated 
by Sherratt and colleagues (Sherratt et al. 2013), which 
consequently point at low safety priority as a central 
issue. If this is the case, occasional inspection tours of the 
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Lastly, the construction industry might be a special case, 
as it has a well-known aversion against bureaucracy and 
paperwork (Swuste et al. 2012) and thus might be more 
hostile towards government authorities than other indus-
tries. Therefore, the study cannot be used to conclude that 
there are general national differences in inspection practices 
between Danish and Swedish inspectors, and that such differ-
ences can explain the difference in injury rates between the 
countries. But it is the first study to give in-depth information 
on potential differences in the inspection process based on 
observational data. Hence, the study can be used to substan-
tiate that a difference might exist and be a starting point for 
further both qualitative and quantitative investigations of 
the existence and impact of this possible national difference.

Conclusion

There were differences in the enforcement practices of 
inspector from DWEA and SWEA, which may lead to greater 
adherence to health and safety regulations in Sweden. This 
may partly explain the difference in occupational injury 
rates between the two countries, but larger representa-
tive studies are needed to investigate this further. This has 
implications beyond the current context, as inspections are 
used by Work Environment Authorities around the world, 
where inspectors choose between coercive and auton-
omy-supportive tactics. It is important that these tactics 
are not seen as opposites, as they both aim at creating 
compliance, but the current study spotlights the need to 
find the appropriate combination of tactics and the right 
balance of the ‘inspectors dilemma’. To find this, attention 
has to be drawn to what really happens on inspections, and 
how the communicative relationships unfold. This hap-
pens locally and embedded in national, sectoral and pro-
fessional cultures that constrain and enable certain types 
of practices and interactions. The importance of studying 
these micro-processes in practice to identify and under-
stand how positioning and role-relationships play out in 
practice is one of the key insights of the current study.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

Funding

The Svedan project is funded by the Danish Working Environ-
ment Research Fund [Project Number 01-2012-09], the Health 
Research Fund of Central Denmark Region and AFA Insurance 
in Sweden.

ORCiD

Kent Jacob Nielsen   http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4643-5697

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01446193.2015.1087645
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0959354308101417
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0959354308101417
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/14651858.CD010183.pub2
http://orcid.org
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4643-5697


CONSTRUCTION MANAGEMENT AND ECONOMICS  169

Sillars, A.L., 1991. Behavioral observation. In: B.M. Montgomery 
and S. Duck, eds. Studying interpersonal interaction. New York: 
The Guildford Press, 197–218.

Spangenberg, S., et al., 2003. Factors contributing to the 
differences in work related injury rates between Danish and 
Swedish construction workers. Safety science, 41 (6), 517–530.

Swuste, P., Frijters, A., and Guldenmund, F., 2012. Is it possible to 
influence safety in the building sector? Safety science, 50 (5), 
1333–1343.

Tomasson, K., et al., 2011. Fatal occupational accidents in the 
nordic countries 2003–2008 No. TemaNord, 2011. Rapport nr. 
501. Copenhagen: Nordisk Ministerråd. 

Tompa, E., Trevithick, S., and McLeod, C., 2007. Systematic review 
of the prevention incentives of insurance and regulatory 
mechanisms for occupational health and safety. Scandinavian 
journal of work, environment and health, 33 (2), 85–95.

Nielsen, K.J., 2014. Improving safety culture through the health 
and safety organization: a case study. Journal of safety 
research, 48, 7–17.

Pink, S., et al., 2010. Ethnographic methodologies for 
construction research: knowing, practice and interventions. 
Building research and information, 38 (6), 647–659. doi:10.108
0/09613218.2010.512193.

Rögnvaldsson, B., et al., 2011. Comparative study of legislation 
and legal practices in the nordic countries concerning labour 
inspection No. TemaNord 2011:539. Copenhagen: Nordic 
Council of Ministers.

Schein, E.H., 2004. Organizational culture and leadership. San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Sherratt, F., Farrell, P., and Noble, R., 2013. UK construction 
site safety: discourses of enforcement and engagement. 
Construction management and economics, 31 (6), 623–635.

Appendix A

Questionnaire

To a very large extent To a large extent To some extent To a small extent Not at all
Do you feel, that the inspector
explained the purpose of the inspection in an understandable 

manner
Listened to pertinent explanations and arguments
Knew about the work environment issues that the inspection 

focussed on
Was easy to understand and talk to
Focused on the most important work environment problems
also focused on the good things that you had done for the 

company’s work environment
treated you fairly and professionally
Participated in a dialogue with you about the company’s work 

environment

Benefits of the inspection
the work environment problems that the inspector pointed 

out are important for the work environment
solving the work environment problems that were observed 

will improve our work environment
it was clear what we had to work on after the inspection
We gained a better appreciation of why it is important that 

work environment conditions are in order
the inspector’s views provided us with a guide to how we can 

progress with our work environment efforts
it is possible for us to take the initiatives required in order to 

implement the improvements that were pointed out during 
the inspection

We have acquired a greater knowledge about the work 
environment
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