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The impact of framework conditions on HSE in subcontracting/
outsourcing

K. Skarholt, U. Forseth, M. Hermundsgård & R. Rosness
SINTEF Technology and Society, Trondheim, Norway

ABSTRACT

The purpose of this paper is to investigate how 
various framework conditions affect issues related 
to Health Safety and Environment (HSE) in a 
contractor hierarchy within the Norwegian petro-
leum industry, both positively and negatively. By 
framework conditions for HSE work, we refer 
to conditions that influence the opportunities an 
organisation, organisational unit, group or individ-
ual has to ensure good HSE conditions (Rosness 
et al., 2009, Rosness et al., 2010). The term thus 
covers a broad range of conditions, such as mar-
ket conditions (e.g., oil prices), terms of contract, 
physical layout of installations, management style 
and ideology.

In recent years it has become increasingly com-
mon to outsource tasks which were previously seen 
as core activities (Marchington et al., 2005). The 
petroleum industry was one of the first industries 
to make use of extensive outsourcing and is prob-
ably among the most specialized industries in the 
Norwegian economy. This sector is organised in 
contractor hierarchies, where operators buy serv-
ices from several contractors which in turn hire 
subcontractors. In this setting, actors at one level 
(e.g., operators) may have a strong impact on the 
framework conditions facing other actors (e.g. 
contractors).

In this paper we investigate how HSE is nego-
tiated between different actors in a contractor 
hierarchy. Using different power perspectives, we 
analyze two stories/examples identifying strategies 
and tactics employed by the actors involved in the 
contractor hierarchy, and how collaborations and 
networks are mobilized to improve HSE.

According to our interviewees, there has been 
a positive development towards more integration 
of personnel from contractors and subcontractors 
offshore. Operators and subcontractors alike con-
sider it a goal to promote collaboration and shared 
understandings of safe operations. This analysis, 

however, has also illustrated that the different 
actors in a contractor hierarchy have different 
power bases, and they employ various power strat-
egies and tactics in order to strengthen their argu-
ments, resist action or formulate a new discourse 
in times of disagreement. Indeed, in the two exam-
ples/narratives that we analyzed, we found that 
almost all of our listed tactics were employed by 
either persons from the operator or the contractor. 
Thus, we can conclude that actors use all available 
resources in order to strengthen their viewpoints 
and increase their power base.

It seems, however, that it is easier to influ-
ence decisions and change outcomes for the 
operator company compared to contractors and 
sub-contractors. Furthermore, the analysis shows 
that non-human actors such as the safety barriers 
on board, the management system and a campaign 
for compliance to the management system, were 
enrolled and became important as framework con-
ditions influencing the outcomes of the negotiation 
(or power struggles) regarding HSE challenges. Our 
analysis thus shed light on the functioning of the 
Norwegian regulatory regime, and the importance 
of formal power bases supported by law, a rich rep-
ertoire of power tactics in negotiations and how 
enrolling human and non-human actors can help 
increase one•s powerbase.
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