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Abstract

The research on occupational health continues to advance, with more factors being
addressed and evaluated, but the occupation of regulatory inspectors working within

public administration has rarely been studied from a vocational health view. The study,
that was based on a report with individual responses from food safety inspectors from

all over Sweden, aimed to convey the inspectors' perception of their work
environment, as well as present the underlying themes through the qualitative

research method “thematic analysis”. By comparing the experiences and associations
found within each theme to a combination of the Job Demands-Resources model and

the theory of street-level bureaucracy, factors that indicated positive as well as
negative effects on work environment could be found. Four major themes emerged
from the thematic analysis: Occupational Identity, External Impact, Resources and

Demands. It is concluded that although many food safety inspectors enjoy their work,
and the purpose they have, lack of validation in the form of misconceptions about their

profession from the public, as well as poor resources, can increase the negative
implications of demands. It is a high exposure job, where the risks for violence, threats,
and undue influence are constant factors. Interestingly, the result also shows that not
only do their salaries generally not correspond to their university level education and

the intricate nature of their work, but food safety inspectors are also not always seen in
as high esteem as their peers from other environmental administrations. All in all, it is a
complex occupation, and a request for better understanding regarding their profession
and work environment, is something expressed by many of the food safety inspectors.

Keywords: food safety inspector, JD-R, occupational health, public administration,
regulatory inspector, thematic analysis, work environment, work perceptions 
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“There's a law, there's an arm, there's a hand”

-Leonard Cohen, The Law 
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1. Introduction

Work is an essential part of life. It provides an identity, an occupation, and above all, a 

means of survival. Having a livelihood not only affects the person performing the work, 

but the people around them as well, along with society as a whole (Jahoda 1982). The 

study program of health and rehabilitation in working life focuses on the relationship 

between health and work as well as the myriad of ways that they affect each other. 

It is suggested that work environment plays a major part in occupational health, both 

psychosocially and physically (Tangen & Conrad 2009, Oldham & Fried 2016, 

Abrahamsson & Johansson 2013). 

In Sweden as well as the rest of the European Union, vocational health has since the 

early half of the 20th century continued to rise in importance as the weight of 

increased accidents and illness proved to not only weaken the workforces but also have

an adverse effect on profits. Through laws, regulations and local interventions, the 

main goal has been to minimize the risks for ill health, but recently the focal point has 

shifted from a pathogenic way of thinking to a salutogenic one. In other words, from 

preventive to health promotive. New laws and regulations concerning occupational 

health have increased, with a bigger concern regarding the way work environment may

affect the mental health and well-being of workers, (AFS 2015:4 -Regulations from the 

occupational health administration in Sweden). 

Alongside the physical workplace and its construction, like ensuring safe equipment, 

one must also consider the psychosocial aspects of a work environment. Examples 

include; ensuring positive relationships between coworkers as well as between 

employers and their employees, offering proper aid and rehabilitation to those who are

affected by work-related stress, and adjusting workload or work forms to complement 

workers with mental health problems.

Touching on the subject of healthy workplaces, there is one occupational group with 

notably little research on their working conditions considering they play a major role in 

many government-client transactions (Bengtsson 2004, Johansson 2006). Regulatory 

inspectors encompass a broad range of government employed workers, more 

commonly known by the type of inspection they carry out i.e. occupational health and 

safety inspector, food safety inspector, environmental inspector etc. Previous research 
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has drawn upon the negotiating part of their occupational role but the complexity of 

their job design and work environment has rarely been put into the context of their 

own vocational health (ibid, Edlund 2015). Their role as tools for government 

regulation puts them in a vulnerable position because they are the ones in direct 

contact with the people affected by the regulations applied (Johansson 2006). They 

could even be described as the hand of the long arm of the law, for it is the effect of 

their decisions that ultimately impacts the inspected (Lipsky 1980).
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2. Background

2. 1. Work traits and the role as a street-level bureaucrat

The work of a regulatory inspector can be described as different types of supervision, 

where the goal is to ensure that the rules and regulations created and reviewed by the 

government are being upheld (Johansson 2006). One can therefore define regulatory 

inspectors as forces of political administration (ibid.). Michael Lipsky (1980) coined the 

term “street-level bureaucrat” and, although he never explicitly talked about 

regulatory inspectors, the many traits they share with Lipsky's definition have 

convinced researchers to categorize them as such (Bengtsson 2004, Johansson 2006, 

Fineman 1998). 

Because regulatory inspectors also are government inspectors they are tied to the 

responsibilities of the government institution and its right to exercise power. As such, 

they are in a position of being subjected to different forms of coercion, both in the 

form of bribery from the regulated below but also sometimes due to corruption and 

undue influence from those above (Horn af Rantzien 2014, Erlingsson, Bergh & Sjölin 

2008). Likewise, they are also able to instigate corruptive behavior themselves 

(Damania 2002). 

In order to supervise and ensure those regulated are in fact keeping to the rules, the 

regulatory inspectors must have a good knowledge of the legislation they work with. 

But ambiguousness in law-text are more than common, and so the inspectors must 

often make their own interpretations that can differ on a case by case basis (Bengtsson 

2004, Johansson 2006, Isenstam 2012, Johnston, Quinlan & McNamara 2010), which 

adds to the responsibility that comprises a major part of regulatory inspectors work. 

Though regulatory inspectors can be found within various public administrations 

responsible for e.g. “food safety” or “occupational health safety”, they all share work 

elements like field work and inspection. Occupational risk hazards such as threats and 

even violence (Horn af Rantzien 2014, Johansson 2006) have been noted.

2.1.2 Food and Safety Regulation in Sweden

Sveriges Livsmedelsverk - SLV (the Swedish Food and Safety Administration) is the 

department responsible for all food and safety regulation in Sweden, in accordance 

with the delegation from the Swedish government (SFS 2009:1426, Isenstam 2012). 
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They research and examine different foods and components used in food to assess the 

risks and ensure that the food sold, produced and consumed in Sweden is safe. 

Additionally, they oversee larger productions of animal produce like eggs, 

slaughterhouses, and dairy factories. They also ensure, in accordance with Sweden's 

membership in the European Union - EU, that apart from a few exceptions, food and 

safety regulation follow the EU legislation (Isenstam 2012). The result of their 

assessment is handed down to the Swedish counties that SLV coordinates (SLV). In the 

counties, they control for more local agriculture and animal produce like small-scale 

farms, fishing, and berry-picking. Finally, the last link in the food and safety regulation 

chain are the municipalities.

The food safety inspectors that most people associate with are the ones whose tasks 

consist of visiting restaurants, grocery stores, and other places that handle foods, like 

schools or churches. It is also those employees that are the focus of the study. The 

majority of them are employed, not by SLV or the counties, but by the individual 

municipalities (Horn af Rantzien 2014). In the top-down hierarchy of food and safety 

regulation in Sweden (see fig. 1), municipalities have a great autonomy over how this 

part of the food and safety regulation process is performed. Even though the counties 

regularly check in to make sure that the municipalities are still following legislation, 

they have very little influence on the distribution of work and finances within the 

municipal administrations. The result of that is that the work conditions for food safety 

inspectors may deviate greatly throughout Sweden. 

EU → SLV → Sweden's counties → Municipality → Food safety inspectors
Figure 1: Describes the chain of authority.

The actual control visits from food safety inspectors are financed by the food 

businesses through annual control fees paid to the municipality responsible for them 

(SLV).  All food handling operations are required to pay this fee, including operations 

and businesses that are municipally owned, meanwhile it's the municipalities that 

decide the fees.  Although not directly employed by the counties or SLV, they are still 

included as government officials and as with all who work with government 

regulations, they regularly attend meetings and partake in supplementary courses, 

designed to improve the understanding and exercise of public authority and 
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administration (ibid). Furthermore, both SLV and the counties offer regular courses but 

because of the difference in municipalities, there is varying financial support for the 

food safety inspectors to attend these extra courses. 

2. 2. The JD-R model (Job Demands-Resources)

When comparing the traits of the occupation to the demand/control model (Karasek & 

Theorell 1990), it is evident that although inspectors have both high control and 

demands, the control is mainly related to their power of enforcing regulations with 

threats of sanctions. Additionally, they are in a position where they could potentially 

look the other way when they feel the error should only be considered a misdemeanor 

(Bengtsson 2004, Johansson 2006, Lipsky 1980). This relates back to their position as 

street-level bureaucrats. Consequently, the job demands-resources model by Bekker 

and Demerouti (2006) may be more suitable than the aforementioned model to 

explain the job strain of inspectors, as it is more comprehensive and easier to apply on 

a larger variety of occupations. They suggest that “every occupation may have its own 

specific risk factors associated with job stress... ...classified in two general categories 

(i.e. job demands and job resources), thus constituting an overarching model that may 

be applied to various occupational settings, irrespective of the particular demands and 

resources involved” (Bekker & Demerouti, 2006, p. 312). Demands can be seen as the 

physical and psychological requirements for performing a job; i.e. role ambiguity, 

workload, and stressful client interactions, while resources are the conditions that aid 

in achieving work objectives, stimulate personal growth and development as well as 

reduce those physiological and psychological costs that demands can bring. The idea is 

that resources can buffer the demands (ibid). 

2. 3. Occupational health and healthy work environments

To define the concept of a healthy work environment for a particular profession, one 

needs to first define what work environment in itself entails. The workplace is 

comprised of physical aspects, such as the building where the work takes place, the 

machines, and tools used as well as the job design to a certain degree (Tangen & 

Conrad 2009, Oldham & Fried 2016). It is furthermore comprised of psychosocial 

elements like the relations with coworkers, bosses, and clients as well as the needs, 
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abilities, and aspirations of the workers themselves (Abrahamsson & Johansson 2013). 

The psychosocial concept does still entail the physical aspects of a workplace as the 

one inevitably will be a part of the other, but differentiating between them enables an 

easier view of how particularly a psychological factor can affect work, and 

correspondingly how a physical factor affects it (ibid.). 

Inspectors deal with the fact that their workplace is essentially always the workplace of

another; i.e. the people they are inspecting, thus the work environment is concretized 

in “double exposure”. And so, although their own office and boss may provide a great 

workplace, the places they inspect might not, and it is then that the importance of 

support from the “home-base” becomes apparent. A “healthy work environment” and 

a “good work environment” have in this paper been used interchangeably, as one can 

argue that a good workplace also is a healthy workplace and vice versa. 
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3. The aim of the study 

The aim is to study regulatory inspectors' perception of their work environment, using 

data from a previous survey.

Parallel to the aim, the study will also seek to answer the following research questions: 

● What underlying themes can be found in the responses?

● What impact could these themes have on work environment?

● In the context of the JD-R-model, what resources and demands are present in 

the work of regulatory inspectors?

● Is there a good balance between resources and demands?

● What are the prerequisites for food safety inspectors to have a good workplace?
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4. Method - Thematic Analysis

Since the purpose of this study is to highlight regulatory inspectors' perception of their 

work environment, a qualitative approach will be taken using thematic analysis. 

Thematic analysis is a way to bring forth the bearing matters within the entire group of 

responses, to emphasize what is considered important for the people questioned. The 

importance of a subject can influence the impact it has on the person and considering 

this, themes are likely able to answer where the focus should lay when evaluating 

perceptions. Although themes are not theories in themselves, they can be used to give 

substance to theories.

The advantage of using thematic analysis, compared to other qualitative methods such 

as grounded theory or IPA (Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis) is the flexibility 

in its conduction (Braun & Clarke 2006) as well as the fact that one can use preset 

themes derived from the preunderstanding of the topic (Bryman 2012, Joffe 2011). 

Although part of the flexibility can be accredited to the lack of concrete instructions 

resulting from miscredited usage of the method in previous research (Braune & Clarke 

2006, Boyatzis 1998), there are still guidelines developed, with Virginia Braun and 

Victoria Clarke's guidelines being one of the most frequently used. The step by step 

instructions facilitates the usage of thematic analysis and thus the Braun & Clark (2006)

approach will be used also in this paper. 

Notable is the thematic coding process, that often is more akin to categorizing using a 

wider or more indicative code (Boyatzis 1998, Bryman 2012), than codes with more 

descriptive features used in for example content analysis (Bryman 2012).

4. 1 What is a theme?

Unlike categories - traditionally used in qualitative analyses to cluster homogeneous 

codes in order to classify them, a theme can be seen as an overarching concept that 

seeks to illustrate the processes found in sociological contexts (Joffe 2011). 

Comparing this to the methodology used in grounded theory where sentences 

translate into codes already from the get-go in order to later serve the base of an 

emerging theory, thematic analysis requires an overview of the data used.  Therefore, a

thematic analysis almost always begins by reading and re-reading the corpus of text. 
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Codes may then emerge inductively, grounded in the data read (ibid). However, 

although preset themes could be used, the flexibility of the method is again present in 

the ability to adjust, remove or add themes if the results of the data analysis take a 

different direction than what first was anticipated. Here lay the importance of 

transparency in order to ensure that the adjustment of themes is not being used to 

convey a skewed result. 

4. 2. Data analyzed and exclusion process

Because thematic analysis demands a large amount of relevant information to glean 

from, it is important to find as much valuable data as possible (Joffe 2011). The study is

based on a previous survey made in 2014 from Katarina Horn af Rantzien on food 

safety inspectors, with approximately 500 respondents from all over Sweden. The 

report contains both open and closed questions, where the majority of the questions 

include a field for individual commenting in addition to the preset choices. This 

provides complementary information that can aid in preventing misinterpretation of 

data as well as leave room for explanations or responses that did not fit any of those 

preset choices. It is only those individual comments that were used as the base of my 

thematic analysis. 

The first rundown meant excluding questions that did not provide relevant data 

applicable to the aim and research questions. Out of 122 questions, 90 were chosen. 

These 90 questions contained the total amount of 910 individual responses. 

A second rundown of those responses further eliminated the ones that did not 

contribute to the research topic, which first and foremost are responses that feature 

the viewpoint of the respondents. This resulted in a remainder of 698 responses, of 

which 44 were coded for more than one theme.

Examples of excluded responses; “I've had a cold two times this year.” (Q63), or “They 

were very good and well-formulated questions! Good Luck!” (Q73) etc. 

The Swedish report, with all the original Swedish responses, can be found in the 

reference list at “Horn af Rantzien, Katarina (2014)”.
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4. 3. Data analysis and coding manual

After the initial exclusion process, coding and analyzing was subsequently performed. A

coding manual was then written following that first run-through. The coding manual 

serves as the transparency of my study along with a thorough description of how the 

study was executed. In order to assure the reliability, I asked a fellow student to test 

out the manual on a portion of the data to see how well it matched when the thematic 

analysis was replicated. This was done several times, gradually adding and tweaking 

the codes descriptions, until the manual achieved a good instructive capacity.

Coding Manual

When creating the coding manual, a mix between inductive codes resulting from the 

initial readings and codes derived from theoretical perspectives were used. These 

codes were then either assigned to a corresponding theme or provided an incitement 

to create a theme of their own, as with the case of “External Impact”. 

The theoretical backdrop of the themes was drawn from “street-level-bureaucracy” 

and “JD-R”, with the healthy workplace as a common thread running throughout the 

paper.  The themes used are shown in Table 1 below. For the entire coding manual, see 

appendix 1.

Table 1: Describes the connections between theories and themes.

Theories Thematic codes Theme

Street-level bureaucracy - purpose
- validity

Occupational identity

- bureaucracy
- political influence
- media

External impact

Job demands and resources - influence
- guidelines
- support
- competence

Resources

- objectives
- work conditions
- desired traits and abilities

Demands
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The actual coding process was made by utilizing a split-screen function on my laptop. 

One part of the screen displayed the document containing the responses to be used, 

while the other part of the screen displayed an empty document with a table, where I 

wrote down the correlating codes as well as occasional memos. It can best be 

compared to the vertical coding process, going top-down and assigning the responses 

with codes manifestly. 

The way in which frequencies are counted and presented vary among researchers 

(Joffe 2011, Braun & Clark 2006, Smedley & Coulson 2017) through counting the sum 

of codes or noticing the overall salience of manifest and latent content. For my study, I 

chose a combination of the two, where some codes that materialized inductively would

be considered salient when their frequency was > 50. 

Some responses associated with a code express negative feelings while others express 

positive ones, however, the presence of such a duality does not actually warrant an 

own category as they would both still belong to the same code. Example fig 2;

Support This would include both lack of support and

indications of a well-functioning support

system. 
Figure 2: Example of thematic code that includes both negative and positive associations.

The following table shows an example of data coding using two quotes from 

respondents in Katarina Horn af Rantzien's report (Table 2). The quotes are translations

of a text originally written in Swedish.

Table 2: An example of the coding process, from raw text to theme.

Excerpt from text Text condensation Definition Codes Theme

“It's not because of the 
number of employees or 
whether it's private or 
municipal. The interaction 
depends on the 
companies' knowledge 
and understanding. The 
companies vary in their 
understanding of the 

The interactions depend
on the 
companies'/operations'/
public's knowledge and 
understanding of the 
purpose of our work.

Public/General 
awareness and 
recognition of 
regulatory 
inspectors 
work.

Inductive:
- Validity

Occupational 
Identity
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purpose of our work. 
Q11.4”

“It's sometimes a bit 
harder in the interactions 
with individuals who don't 
know our role (as 
inspectors) and demand 
that we do things we're 
not able to assist with. 
Q11.6”

The coding manual would thus say to code for Validity when something in the text 

indicates an expression of “Public/General awareness and recognition of regulatory 

inspectors work.”

Ambiguous answers or answers that were too short to present a clear relation to any of

the codes, were coded by comparing them to the main themes. 

In order to answer the research question, the finished codes in the responding themes 

were analyzed in two rounds where sentences were divided into negative and positive 

versions of the codes respectively. As mentioned before, this should not be used as a 

way to create new codes, but rather as a way to easier review and interpret the effects 

of the subjects within those coded responses. The above excerpt counts as a negative 

version as the lack of validity can make it harder for inspectors to fulfill their objectives.

4. 4. Discussing the method and data analyzed

Issues that can arise with thematic analysis are principally due to inconsistencies of the

execution. Through detailing the steps and process, the lack of transparency should 

therefore be avoided. But the merit of the result can be seen as a marriage between 

the methods and data used, hence a lacking data material will likely yield lacking 

results despite a well-executed research method. 

Thematic analysis is mainly used in studies using interviews performed by the 

researchers themselves, with lengthy answers for optimal analysis. In the study used 

for this paper, a large part of the answers consisted of only one sentence, since the 

main study design of that report was a cross-sectional survey. 

For that reason, some questions that may have been of interest were excluded as they 
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provided data better suited for a quantitative analysis (i.e. “years active as food safety 

inspector”, “gender”, “year of birth” etc. as well as ratings of different kinds). Using 

thematic analysis meant focusing on individual responses instead, but coding these 

posed their own set of troubles. Written sentences can for example not portray the 

emotional spectrum that gets picked up during an interview, where the voice can be 

heard, or the body language observed. It is therefore a challenge to detect sarcasm or 

properly code ambiguous responses. The aim and research questions could probably 

have been answered with other methods than the ones used, for example by 

performing my own surveys, semi-structural interviewing, or even observational 

studies. These methods would however not only require more time than what is at 

disposal for an undergraduate study, but the access to willing participants could, 

depending on the circumstances, be quite limited. 

Because of a prior knowledge about inspectors, with having a father that works in that 

field, I was already familiar with many of the situations that inspectors might 

encounter. Though this naturally affects me and the way I pursue my study, many 

researchers believe that in the field of social science, it is almost impossible to start 

from a completely neutral ground (Halvorsen 1992, Bryman 2012). Because the 

researcher is human, and lives and experiences the world in symbiosis, that condition 

in itself will make her susceptible to being influenced by emotions (Ahrne & Svensson 

2015). But being susceptible does not mean unbiased work would be impossible. In 

fact, I dare say, the awareness of that I might be influenced by my preunderstanding, 

enables me to be extra mindful of staying neutral. Likewise, without my knowledge, I 

would have most likely never considered how the work environment of inspectors is 

constructed.

4. 5. Ethical issues

Because the usage of documents is a far less intrusive research method than the 

collection of primary data using interviews or surveys, a large part of the ethical 

dilemmas the two latter methods are concerned with, will not be encountered. 

Still, had the document or the previous research used in this study been conducted 

unethically, there would, in fact, have been a moral responsibility to refrain from using 

such sources (Halvorssen 1992). In most cases, it will be clear based on the description 
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of methods in articles and reports whether they should be considered ethically dubious

or not.

The survey used was a part of a project started in 2012 to learn more about regulatory 

inspectors work. It was created in several steps, starting with a reference group 

consisting of representatives from the Swedish Work Environment Authority, SLV, a 

municipal board from Scania, the food industry, researchers within occupational 

science from the Swedish University of Agriculture, as well as a food safety inspector 

active in the union. 

This provided a solid ground to start off the work of creating the survey, but since the 

target group would be food safety inspectors, the next step was made by utilizing a 

focus group and a pilot-study using a preliminary version of the survey, to ensure the 

survey questions would be both credible and dependable. The focus groups 

discussions, that were recorded and transcribed, made it possible to find out more 

about what topics were considered important regarding their work and work 

environment. 

Because the focus group consisted of six food safety inspectors, all from the 

municipality of Scania, a bias based on geographical circumstances could have 

occurred. Additionally, the fact that they were all eager to participate could also mean 

that their hope for a change might have influenced the way they formulated their 

answers.

The intention of the pilot study and focus group was in this case not to provide data, 

but only to guide the researcher in the creation of the survey and therefore I feel that 

despite that possible bias, it remains a motivated decision. Furthermore, the process 

continued by also having the survey reviewed by researchers in occupational science, 

and one in sociology, reworking it several times until it reached a final form in 2013. It 

was then subsequently sent in and reviewed by the Swedish board of ethical research 

that approved it [Dnr Etik: H152013/13]. No names or other identifying markers turn 

up in the text. 
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5. Result
Four themes in total emerged from the thematic analysis ranging from Occupational 

Identity, Resources, Demands and External Impact (Table 3). They are presented in four

segments summarizing each theme and associated responses, including direct quotes. 

Note that the “Q” stands for “Question No.” and not quote. Some responses are 

sourced from the same questions (Q), hence they share question number. Quotes 

written directly in the text are written in italics, and their source in parentheses (x), 

while sources referred to in brackets [x] display the corresponding quotes in the table 

below each text. The full list of questions referred to in this paper can be found in 

appendix 2.

Presenting the results

Although splitting up the text according to the different codes could have provided a 

better overview, doing so would have compromised the overall flow of the text as 

some answers, though they are similar in nature and provide the same conclusion, 

actually have subtle differences that prompted me to code them differently. 

Table 3: Displays the four themes and their corresponding thematic codes.

Themes Occupational identity External impact Resources Demands

Thematic 
codes

- validity
- purpose

- bureaucracy
- political influence
- media

- influence
- guidelines
- support
- competence

- objectives
- work conditions
- desired traits and 
abilities

Occupational Identity   – Validity, Purpose

There is a great deal of pride as well as shame associated with the occupation of an 

inspector, where the employees feel that the biggest problem is the lack of validity.  

Some of them suggest the problem with validity could be solved with better public 

information as well as through work-ID cards authenticating their occupation and right 

to inspect [1, 2].

It is evident that the food safety inspectors have a high sense of purpose, like providing 

safety for the community [3], and one respondent even compared their work to “that 

of the police” (Q15.1).
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The majority has a strong academic background, yet they are under the impression 

that society is not treating them accordingly or “like other people with 'a university 

degree' ” (Q50.3), [4]. Within the theme of occupational identity, several responses 

point to the chagrin of having their competence and the complexity of their work tasks 

undermined [5, 6, 7] as well as having lesser prestige in comparison to colleagues at 

other departments [8, 9, 10]. One respondent expressed a wish to keep their title as 

“Environmental Inspector”, despite being employed as a “Food Safety Inspector”, since 

the former job title has a higher status and “displays a broader field of 

knowledge”(Q51.1). 

VALIDITY

1 Q35 “The ID-card does not say that I'm employed as a food safety inspector” 

2 Q35 “The ID-card doesn't state the employment” 

4 Q73 “We are often portrayed as incompetent because we work within the municipality, 
which is prejudiced, disrespectful, and not in accordance with reality at all. Most 
inspectors have a very broad and often multidisciplinary education.” 

5 Q15.1 “I've gotten chide remarks on my knowledge and my way of working a couple of 
times” 

7 Q73 “The profession has a lower status and worse pay than it should have considering how
complex it is and how much knowledge and width you need in this profession” 

8 Q49.2 “... food safety inspectors are the lowest in rank compared to other colleagues within 
health and environment” 

9 Q50.3 “SLV has to stop treating local regulatory inspectors differently than their own” 

10 Q73 “In an environmental department (regulating) 'foodstuff' has the lowest rank. … … 
That ranking exists in many municipalities, which is really unfortunate” 

PURPOSE

3 Q12 “I make a difference and create a higher safety for both businesses and the public” 

6 Q72 “My boss doesn't bring me to places where my competence is requested.” 

External impact   – Bureaucracy, Political influence, and Media

Food safety inspectors in Sweden are faced with a particular dilemma because the food

and safety regulation is financed by the businesses, including municipally owned ones. 

This can result in a conflict of interests between government regulation and the 

business and commerce sector [1, 2]. Inspectors maintain that politicians should not be
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allowed to influence matters of food and safety as they “are almost completely 

ignorant of the legislations, and base their decisions on 'opinions'” (Q73)[3]. Besides 

external influence from politicians and other employees higher in the bureaucracy, 

media has a strong impact as well. It is not only through articles or news segments 

scrutinizing the food and safety regulation in itself [4], but name-dropping of 

businesses regulated as well: “media does not treat all businesses equally, sometimes 

they 'rat out' businesses naming them, other times not. This could damage the relation 

with businesses when they think it is the environmental office that's naming 

them.”(Q11.10). Much of the external influence takes the form of persuasions, 

including undue influence, from politicians and higher ranked employees of the 

bureaucracy [5].

BUREAUCRACY

2 Q30.2 “However in our municipality we are supposed to be “business”-friendly so we 
shouldn't put up bans and stuff against own management. We're also not supposed to 
charge too much, which means the fees are hard to raise.” 

5 Q56.1 “The organization according to the head of the local government 'indirectly the order 
of delegations for personnel management'. No raise (salary) when we take action 
against municipal operations. Like injunctions, prosecutions. In other words, we're 
biased.” 

POLITICS

1 Q30.3 “Politicians from our own board mentioned that the municipally owned companies are
'family' and should be treated more gently”

3 Q13.6 “The politicians aren't cognizant of the work we do. They are only interested in what 
the neighbors do. The best thing would be to nationalize the food-regulation to 
prevent involvement from “laymen”-politicians.” 

MEDIA

4 Q73 “That food safety inspectors get so exposed in the media about not having enough 
competence and that we're not out on the field enough and that we sometimes do 
strange/erroneous/zealous assessments. It doesn't feel right. … … We have a 
legislation that changes way too often and makes us appear confused and indecisive. 
It's kind of SLV's responsibility to explain and defend this.” 
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Resources   – Influence, Guidelines, Support and Competence

The ability to perform a job in the regulatory inspection field is heavily dependent on 

guidelines. Legislation and other information meant to aid in the decisions a regulatory 

inspector is supposed to make, often lacks clarity and are sometimes downright 

contradicting[1, 2].

Colleagues appear to be the most valuable resource as many respondents have 

expressed the trust and support they can find within them unlike with their bosses, or 

employees from different departments [3, 4, 5]. They also help tackle the wide and 

confusing regulatory laws that inspectors need to work with [6, 7]. Support can also be 

found in the encouragement given by some bosses for inspectors to “trust their gut” 

and work in pairs or get help from the police in case they need to inspect an 

environment that could become threatening [8, 9]. 

Education is available, but because of Food and Safety inspection being on a municipal 

level, and each municipality has the power to distribute the finances in a relatively free 

manner, the resources available for the inspectors therefore vary greatly. Some say 

their bosses have “a very generous approach to complementary education” (Q53.4), 

while others only get it financed if the management deems it useful [10]. One 

respondent took the initiative “to study on their own during work hours” (Q44), as their

“in-service training” was not financed. 

In addition to support from colleagues, another primary element in resources is the 

food safety inspectors own competence and know-how. Many are allowed to work very

independently in planning the layout of their tasks [11, 12]. Much of the competence 

was accredited to personal experience in the food industry, such as previously having 

worked in the restaurant business, seniority and above all – social competence [13, 14, 

15, 16].

INFLUENCE

11 Q13.6 “...we plan and perform the regulations completely independently on the department”

12 Q53.5 “Our boss in the environmental department has given us who work with food 

complete responsibility for the planning because she is loaded with work from so 

many other areas and knows that we can handle it ourselves without her 

involvement”
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GUIDELINES

1 Q47 “Clearer instructions for law interpretations. It's untenable that everybody has to 
resort to making their own interpretations” 

2 Q11.8 “You get very different answers from SLV which is very stressful” 

6 Q72 “We are eight committed inspectors in the food department which mean we discuss a 
lot and learn from each other. When faced with assessment-troubles we always talk it 
over and find good solutions.” 

7 Q44 “The network for inspectors is very important in order to discuss standpoints in hard 
questions...” 

10 Q33 “Education is only given to those the boss feel needs it.” 

SUPPORT 

3 Q61.6 “I'm happy with my colleagues, but I feel like the leadership isn't working that well” s

4 Q28 “It took months and it was thanks to comments from colleagues from other 
municipalities before I realized my experience could be classified as 'threat and 
violence'. … … My boss could have stepped in earlier and have talked to me earlier or 
sent me to the counselor immediately. Now it was like, after half a year that I got 5 
meetings with the counselor.” 

5 Q27 “The environment and health protective executives (I've had two different ones in my 
workplace) don't want to report the threats that food safety inspectors faced to the 
police.” 

8 Q16 “Our boss is very resolute about us going two and two if we have even had the 
slightest apprehension in previous contacts either when regulating or by phone” 

9 Q15.1 “We are able to get assistance from the police in case we need it. Very good” 

COMPETENCE

13 Q51.2 “The fact that I've worked as a chef brings me more respect from business operators 
than my academic education.” 

14 Q30.1 “Seasoned inspector with self-esteem, knowledge, and experience from municipal 
administration as well as our purpose in society, I believe can ward off that” (threats)

15 Q12 “With more experience, both in the profession and privately, you learn to 'handle 
people'”

16 Q49.1 “The longer I work as a food safety inspector, the more convinced I get that 'to handle 
people' is the most important quality.”

Demands -   Objectives, Work Conditions and Desired Traits and Abilities

Lack of resources appears to be the fundamental reason for the decreased ability for 

regulatory inspectors to meet their demands [1]. Though many of them work in pairs, 

especially when dealing with precarious businesses and situations (see resources No. 
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8), lack of personnel and other resources makes it hard to always go two and two. 

Some may even be the sole workers of that municipality [2]. 

Their work requires them to constantly interact with people, including those with little 

understanding to the reasons why certain actions are to be taken [3]. One respondent 

also expressed that meetings with public authority can sometimes be arduous and 

“people that feel cornered easily become upset or act aggressively” (Q12c).

Things get further complicated in combination with SLV's inconsistency [4]. Bribes [5] 

and threats can occur [6], as well as situations described as “uncomfortable” [7]. One 

respondent wrote, “Psychological violence is more present than physical violence in our

field.” (Q15.1). 

Problems within the immediate workplace could also affect the work burden such as 

internal conflicts [8, 9], changes in the workplace structure and conditions[10, 11] and 

pressure to meet objectives [11, 12]. Other problems include the feeling of not being 

able to express oneself freely [13]. Nevertheless, some respondents wrote that “it's an 

incredibly fun job” (Q61.3), despite the demands [14]. Other demands materialize 

themselves as the traits and abilities expected from inspectors [15, 16, 17].

OBJECTIVES

1 Q73 “The food-safety regulation is supposed to be funded through fees. Still, here we are, 
too few and with too little administrative support and get criticized for not keeping 
up.” 

4 Q73 “Very frustrated about SLV's actions. We may have demanded some things from 
businesses and suddenly SLV changes their mind and say that it's not relevant 
anymore. This undermines the credibility for me as an inspector. It leads to stress.” 
Q73

11 Q47 “We have to put too much time into administrative tasks. Such that used to be 
handled by an assistant 10 years ago” [Note: Also coded for Work Conditions]

12 Q57.3 “We are 4,3 full-timers that share on ca 750 objects. I alone have to make about 100 
visits to reach the level set by us (indirectly SLV).”

WORK CONDITIONS

2 Q13.1 “I'm a lone inspector in the municipality”

3 Q30.1 “There is an unwillingness to understand that rules are meant to be followed and 
apply to everyone”

5 Q30.1 “I count undue influence as those who keep offering goods all the time (actually a 
bribe) Q30.1 
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6 Q17 “I once experienced a situation where a colleague was attacked by a business 
operator. It was very distressing”

7 Q73 “Many times one has been in situations that feel uncomfortable in some way even if it
didn't lead to threat or violence. Besides, one can always discuss what's to be seen as 
a threat or not, which I think is pretty individual.”

8 Q61.7 “A colleague that doesn't perform = high workload for me” 

9 Q53.6 “A boss that favors individual inspectors and ignores the other ones I see as a (lousy) 
boss, hardly a leader. To then be insulted during performance reviews and salary 
negotiation makes my loyalty towards my employer very low.”

10 Q73 “Increased stress because of open-plan offices...”

13 Q54.2 “It's a bit hard to understand what they mean with an“open-minded work climate” 
when it's not okay to have a negative disposition towards open-plan offices”

Q61.5 “After 9 days sick-leave during a 3 month period (where 5 days was due to an 
operation), I was called into a meeting with my boss about my high sick-leave. That 
affects the way I feel and the way I handle my work. After that, I didn't dare to stay 
home anymore. I go to work even when I'm sick.”

14 Q61.1 “I enjoy my workplace... … I have a lot to do, but I do mostly without stress”

DESIRED TRAITS AND ABILITIES

15 Q61.3 “It's a psychologically challenging work where it's really important to have good self-
esteem, differentiate between you as a person and as an inspector as well as leave 
your work in the office when you go home. Otherwise, you'll easily get stressed, feel 
down and get stomachaches from the thought of going to work.”

16 Q73 “One should remember that it's mentally strenuous to put up demands on other 
people.” 

17 Q33 “I think it's hard to recruit people with the personal traits needed for the profession: 
the personal meeting, knowledge on legislation and food hygiene, eloquent in speech 
and writing, high integrity etc.”
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6. Discussion
6.1 The Framework and looking back at the research question

In order to answer the questions proposed earlier in this paper, a framework was 

created to illustrate the connections and how they relate to each other (fig. 3). 

Figure 3: The thematic “Framework”, offers an overview of the themes emerged from the food safety 

inspectors' perception of their work environment. The solid lines display positive associations while the 

dashed lines display negative ones.

The underlying themes and how they promote or demote a healthy work 

environment

Occupational Identity can be described as the tacit self within an occupational 

context. It can be used as a static internal resource when the internal identity coheres 

with the external one projected by others, and conversely, the Occupational Identity 

can be experienced as the foreground to invalidation and prejudice when those 

identities clash. When compared to the “role ambiguity” mentioned by Bekker and 

Demerouti (2006), that explains workers uncertainty about their occupational role and 

tasks, it becomes evident that it is not tantamount to the conflicts of occupational 

identity that the food safety inspectors in this study have, as they maintain a very clear 

view on what their “role” is supposed to entail. Instead, there is a strong indication that

there exists a dissatisfaction among food safety inspectors concerning the public's 
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opinion regarding their work and purpose. Furthermore, the dissatisfaction seems to 

stem from a public misinformation or unawareness of the occupation. As street-level 

bureaucrats, they are equipped with a certain amount of power to influence 

companies and small businesses rights to sell or/and handle food. However, an 

unawareness can create a barrier between the regulatory inspector and the inspectees,

as the ability to implement regulations possibly gets obstructed by disputes and lack of 

compliance. In that case their role as street-level bureaucrats is impeded by a certain 

level of dependence on other people's acknowledgment of the profession and role. 

The effect on work environment, as well as regulatory inspectors' perception thereof, 

can be compared to the effect of lacking resources, such as discussed in the Job 

Demands-Resources model by Bekker and Demerouti (2006).

External Impact can in this paper be defined as “outer forces” that are harder to

ward off because they are ingrained in the Swedish regulatory constitution. The work 

environment can therefore be affected by changes in political climate as well as the 

internal hierarchy of a bureaucracy, which coincides with the conclusions of Bengtsson 

(2004) and Johansson (2006). As expressed by the responses in the survey, politicians 

sometimes try to influence the outcomes of decisions, where the responsibility should 

fall on the bureaucracy rather than the elected political officials. The media are also 

included in the theme of “External Impact” as they regularly exercise the right to 

inform the public about concerns pertaining to food safety, including what regulatory 

inspectors may have found or made decisions about. 

Resources and Demands are presented as two different themes, but because of 

how they relate to each other, as well as how the JD-R model is commonly presented 

(Bekker & Demerouti 2006), I linked them together in the framework. They comprise 

the largest part of what affects a work environment, and the food safety inspectors 

have provided many responses that express both positive and negative factors related 

to each theme. Resources aid in the ability to perform the work, while Demands can 

stimulate motivation, as long as the individual deems them reasonable, something that

agrees with the findings of Karasek and Theorell (1990) along with Bekker and 

Demerouti (2006) about work balance. As presented in the results, the Demands 

consist mainly of the work conditions, while the primary Resource takes shape as the 

guidelines that the food safety inspectors follow in their work. When the guidelines are
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lacking, some of them can resort to colleagues (another Resource). But because 

guidelines are decided at a government level, as well as change occasionally, 

“guidelines” as a Resource can be perceived as rather fickle. Instead, the interpretation 

of legislation fall on the inspector and would therefore be considered a Demand. Some 

inspectors can buffer for such demands however, when they can make use of their own

competence and experience as a resource. This is congruent with Bekker & 

Demerouti's implications that resources can counter demands (Bekker & Demerouti 

2006).

Discussing the themes

Whether the external impact should be considered part of the work burden and 

therefore, also part of work demands, or its own theme, is something that can be 

argued. Bribes and undue influence could at first glance be considered as something 

one should always code for “demands”, but the difference between the theme 

“external impact” used in this study and demands brought on by external forces in the 

theme “demands”, is the lack of control in deciding what to do in the situation. While a 

bribe can be declined, a decision by the government to cut funds to one's department 

isn't as easily thwarted.

As for resources and demands, using an already finished model as the base of two 

themes initially seemed too simple, so I originally considered using other names for 

them. But because they fit so well with the actual content, I decided that there was no 

reason to “fix what isn't broken”. For the purpose of the study, the focus was put on 

the workplace and so a major difference between “resources” as explained by the JD-R 

model, and “resources” as a theme for this study, is that the former also constitutes 

support beyond the workplace, such as from family and friends.

Discussing the trustworthiness of the study in this paper

Following the four criteria proposed by Lincoln and Guba (referenced by Bryman 2012) 

on how to evaluate qualitative research, the study in this paper will be discussed 

below. 

Credibility: Because the findings matched well with what has been shown in previous 

research, the findings should be considered credible. Many of the questions in the 
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survey where about the risks that food safety inspectors face, such as violence and 

threats, and this might cause those topics to be over-represented. At the same time, 

these questions likely emerged from the preparations of creating the survey in which 

the risks of working as a food safety inspector was something the focus group found 

particularly important. 

By also focusing on and giving equal weight to all the different individual responses, 

instead of the questions themselves, I hope to have minimized the risk of a skewed 

result due to the possible over-representation of certain kinds of questions. Had I 

instead chosen to orient myself after the questions, some responses that provided 

other input on their work environment could have possibly been lost.

Transferability: Although the focus was on food safety inspectors due to the data used, 

I believe the result to be transferable to other occupations within the regulatory field 

as many of the traits and work conditions are shared with others who work as 

regulatory inspectors within public administrations. 

Dependability: Because there is a coding manual which describes when to code for 

what, there should also be a certain degree of dependability that when used by other 

people, similarly coded results would still emerge. It is harder to discern whether the 

framework could be considered dependable on not as that was based on the 

connections I made and found rational, between the themes and their effect on work 

environment.

Confirmability: The detailed description of the methods used, including discussing my 

preunderstanding, have hopefully been able to aid in the confirmability of the study. 

Shortcomings with the study

Although I feel that thematic analysis, in all its simplicity, has provided me with a tool 

to perform a qualitative study in a way that captures key findings in a text, the study 

itself has some flaws. The biggest problem is not being able to compare respondents to

each other as the report just lists the responses. It is therefore not possible to say with 

certainty if their work environment could be considered an overall good one, because 

it is unclear if the same place where the employees feel like they have too high 

demands, also could be the place where they express the presence of a great 

leadership, and supportive colleagues. 
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There is also a feeling of not having been able to address all the things I wanted to 

address, especially considering the rather large data material used, but I also realize 

that time is limited and part of a study is to pick out the essentials, even at the cost of 

other interesting but potentially less important factors. Hopefully I have still been able 

to show what implications certain aspects of the profession has.
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Conclusion and future research
The work environment is a complex theme, and there are many factors in play within 

the Swedish food and safety regulation field. Disparities in work conditions, changing 

and unclear legislation, as well as working in the front-line can bring with it demands 

that are sometimes hard to meet. But beneath the frustration, with the good cause 

that food safety regulation brings, and the broad knowledge that food safety inspectors

often possess, a feeling of pride can also be sensed. Although this study has focused on

food safety inspectors, I believe the findings and themes can be applied to other 

occupations within government regulation as well, because of their similarities. What 

became clear through this study was however, that the regulatory inspector's role is 

not only misunderstood by “outsiders” but also within the regulatory profession itself, 

as there is a clear internal hierarchy. 

The regulatory inspectors work environment is an untapped field when it comes to 

research, and something I personally would have wanted to study is the gender factor. 

A respondent wrote that “This is becoming a 'woman's profession', which 

unfortunately chips away at the reputability as well as the salary” (Q49.1).

I wonder, what kind of gender differences actually exists between regulatory 

professions, and what effect do those differences have? Has the lack of validity arisen 

with the increase of female food safety inspectors? I would hope not, but the true 

answer to that question is something I must leave for a future paper.
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CODING MANUAL

Thematic Codes Definition Theme  

Validity Public/General awareness and 
recognition of regulatory inspectors 
work, anything referring to job title, 
name of occupation, prestige Occupational identity

Purpose Feeling of purpose, achievement, 
meaningfulness, recognition of one's 
own work, pride 

Influence Ability to affect work time, 
workplace, job design, flexibility

Resources
Guidelines Checklist, instructions, rule of 

conducts, education and training

Support Support from fellow employees, 
leadership, support during hardship

Competence Own knowledge and ability

Objectives
Purpose (not to be confused with 
feeling of purpose), work-related 
goals, deadlines

Demands 
Work conditions

Work responsibilities, adaptability, 
threats and danger, job design – the 
way the job is performed, bribes

Desired traits and abilities What abilities and traits a regulatory 
inspector is expected to have 

Bureaucracy Things referring to working within a 
bureaucracy, extortion, persuasion

External impact
Politics Things referring to politics and the 

effects of political influence, 
extortion, persuasion

Media Things referring to media like their 
portrayal of inspectors, as well as 
their work or the places regulated

OTHER Everything else OTHER
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List of Questions No.

Q11.10 How do you experience the contacts with media? (like newspapers, radio,TV)
Q11.4 How do you experience the contacts with municipal food operations? (such as for example
schools, daycares, and nursing homes)
Q11.6 How do you experience the contacts with the public?
Q11.8 How do you experience the contacts with SLV?
Q12 Comments from food safety inspectors about the role as a public authority.
Q13.1 How do you experience the contact with your inspector colleagues at your own work-
place?
Q13.6 How do you experience the contact with politicians in your own committee?
Q15.1 Have you personally been subjected to threats and violence in service as a food safety 
inspector out on the field like for example when visiting a food operator?
Q16 Does your employer allow you to bring a colleague as support if you suspect there is a risk 
experiencing violence/threat/uncomfortable situations?
Q17 Have you personally experienced being physically attacked when in service as a food safety 
inspector? (physically attacked means in this case, for example, punches towards your body)
Q27 Have you gotten instructions from your employer how you are supposed to act if you end 
up in situations where there is a risk of violence or threats?
Q28 If you have been or would be subjected to for example threat when in service can you from 
your employer quickly and easily get access to professional counseling (i.e. psychologist) to 
process the event?
Q30.1 Have you experienced attempts at undue influence in the work of public authority from 
business operators running a food operation?
Q30.2 Have you experienced attempts at undue influence in the work of public authority from 
employees at another municipal administration?
Q30.3 Have you experienced attempts at undue influence in the work of public authority from 
municipal politicians on your own committee?
Q33 To what degree do you yourself feel like you have enough knowledge to perform the 
regulatory-task in a satisfactory way?
Q35 Have you gotten any work-id from your employer that describes who you are, what 
profession you have and who your employer is? 
Q44 Do you regularly attend any complementary education at university- or other higher 
academic level?
Q47 In what (translators note: subject/field) would you like to complement your education to 
become more professional in your work as a food safety inspector?
Q49.1 Do you think that the role of an inspector should be discussed from perspectives other 
than what's usually done?
Q49.2 Do you see the inspectors occupational role as complex?
Q50.3 Do you feel as though the environment meets you with respect in your occupational role 
as a food safety inspector?
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Q51.1 Do you feel like the job title should describe the workers tasks as well as convey a formal 
competence?
Q51.2 Do you feel like there should be a demand for qualifications in order to work as a food 
safety inspector?
Q53.4 Do you feel like the boss of the environmental department contributes to co-workers 
development in order to better perform at work?
Q53.6 Do you feel like the closest boss has the ability to execute the performance reviews in a 
constructive and professional manner?
Q54.2 Do you feel like the boss of the environmental department has the ability to handle the 
conflicts that can occur internally in the workplace?
Q56.1 Do the municipal management offer their support towards the food safety regulation that
is to be performed in the municipality?
Q57.3 Are you in the organization able to complete the goals for food safety regulation set by 
SLV?
Q61.1 Are you satisfied with your work tasks as a food safety inspector?
Q61.3 Would you rather work with something else than what currently do?
Q61.6 Do you experience stress in your work due to inadequacies in the leadership at the 
workplace?
Q61.7 Do you experience stress in your work due to internal conflicts in the workplace?
Q72: Here you can write own comments regarding career plans
Q73: Here you can write own comments about things regarding the work situation that you feel 
should be noticed

32


