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How to identify the influence of the organisation of work and 
management on Occupational Safety and Health and on 
Sickness Absence in Danish abattoirs  
 
 
Marie Louise KIRKEGAARD, Kasper EDWARDS, Christine IPSEN 
 
Management Science, DTU Management, Technical University of Denmark 
 
Abstract: We plan to investigate how the central policies on sickness absence and ‘occupational 
safety and health’(OSH) are understood and acted out as procedures by leaders, and how these 
are perceived to influences the occupational safety and health and sickness absence of the work 
by the management and the blue-collar workers. To do this, we will be conducting descriptive 
quantitative analysis of sickness absence and production volume, as well as qualitative analysis 
of the policies, and of differences in procedures and practices. We will compare these analyses 
to understand, how different interpretations of and ways of implementing organisational 
policies lead to structural and organizational differences. 
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1. Introduction to the field and the research focus 
In this study, we are investigating six Danish abattoirs with similar production systems but 
different sickness absence profiles. We seek to understand how the central policies on sickness 
absence and ‘occupational safety and health’(OSH) are understood and acted out as procedures 
by leaders, and how these are perceived to influences the occupational safety and health and 
sickness absence of the work by the management and the blue-collar workers. 
Work in abattoirs for blue-collar workers is very standardized, where some work processes are 
highly automated, while others are manual. Most of the workers work an hour and fifteen minutes 
at each workstation, before switching to a new workstation in the team. The work of abattoirs is 
mainly done in production lines, with a high hygiene level, in most processes using conveyer 
belts, which sets the piece rate. In this type of work there is an interdependency among the workers 
to keep up the speed of the production and thereby the piece rate. Which might also influence the 
workers willingness to work less safely in order to work faster thereby increasing the income. 
Team line managers supervise the work and each of the six abattoirs further have their own 
general management.  
There are challenges to OSH of abattoirs in Denmark; this reports the National Research Centre 
for the Working Environment using self-reported data (Working Environment, 2018). A few of 
these challenges are that the job is noisy and physically demanding with e.g. repeating arm 
movements, twisting in the back, heavy lifting, frequent lifting etc. (Working Environment, 
2018). The same data points to a high level of tiredness and a high level of work related sickness 
in the business as a whole (ibid.). This data suggest (ibid.) that work in abattoirs in Denmark pose 
a higher risk of accidents compared to other manual jobs. Furthermore there are a substantial 
number of organisational factors influencing the psychosocial occupational safety and health 
(ibid.), and finally has there been reported a higher level of alcohol consumption amongst workers 
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in abattoirs, which could be understood as a negative coping strategy (Baran, Rogelberg, & 
Clausen, 2016).  
OSH of abattoirs could be further strained by the fact that, the work in abattoirs can be classified 
as ‘dirty work’ (Baran et al., 2016).  I.e. work that in this case involves undesirable work, that 
carries a pervasive stigma, and work that is physically tainting. Furthermore, the work does not 
have the advantage of being a prestigious job, that carries a status shielding function from 
stigmatization (Baran et al., 2016),(E. Ashforth, E. Kreiner, A. Clark, & Fugate, 2007). It has 
however also been shown, that workers at abattoirs find meaning and generate pride from their 
trade and from the physical prowess, stamina, and force of the worker (Simpson, Hughes, 
Slutskaya, & Balta, 2014). This indicates, that some of the factors potentially could be straining 
OSH at abattoirs, might also be reframed into factors that bring pride and meaning to the work 
(E. Ashforth et al., 2007). As described OSH, and thereby the sickness absence, of the blue-collar 
workers is influenced by both the organisation of the work, the characteristics of the work being 
done, by the social position of the workers and by the workers own perception of their work. This 
is why it is crucial to study how the organisation of work and management influence OSH and 
sickness absence in Danish abattoirs. 
 
2. Methodology 
The purpose of the present study is to investigate how management influence the sickness absence 
and occupational safety and health in abattoirs – thereby seeking to contribute to the study of the 
organisation of blue-collar work. We further seek to understand, how the interpretation and 
implementation of organisational policies, into local procedures and practices concerning the 
management of sickness absence, influences the sickness absence in the abattoirs’ OSH as a 
whole. We selected all six abattoirs of similar size, similar product range, and similar production 
methods from the same organisation. Because they belonged to the same organisation, they had 
the same general policies and procedures. 
Even though the work systems are similar, there are different managerial and organisational 
procedures and practices in interpreting the policies of the case-company of this study. We expect 
these differences to influence the frequency, duration, and type of sickness absence in the six 
different abattoirs investigated. We hypothesize that the wellbeing of blue-collar workers are 
influenced by different managerial and organisational procedures and practices resulting in local 
adaptation of policies. Policies are translated top-down through managerial levels resulting in 
significantly different OSH practices for workers and first-line managers and consequently 
affecting the workers well-being and thereby the organizational performance.  
The study will be conducting multilevel mixed methods analysis of OSH and sickness absence in 
the six abattoirs. The different analysis levels of the study, the organizational-, work site-, and 
team specific analysis, will help guide the understanding of the phenomenon at hand in the work 
system (Carayon, 2009). By looking at different organizational levels while focussing on OSH 
and sickness absence, we expect to further the understanding of these phenomena, by 
understanding the complex interactions between the levels and between work systems. This 
interaction between levels and systems are of focal interest to the project. We seek to understand, 
how different work systems in the different organizational levels interact in the abattoirs. We are 
interested in, how OSH changes, through the different abattoirs and teams. Furthermore, we seek 
to further the understanding of, how these differences in people, tasks, technology & tools, 
environment, and organizations influences the different levels of sickness absence (Carayon, 
2009; Carayon & Smith, 2000). 
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Through the study’s explorative and descriptive mixed methods approach, we seek to pin point 
the challenges of OSH in abattoirs leading to differences in the level and type of sickness absence 
at six different work sites. Through the initial quantitative analysis of the organisation’s own 
sickness absence data it has been found, that there is a significant difference in the level of 
sickness absence in 2018 in six abattoirs. These abattoirs are all a part of the same organization, 
and they are conducting the same work in the same way. We will therefore further collect sickness 
absence data from three years from the company’s database for selected and comparable work 
processes (e.g. removing pork ribs at a high piece rate) both at team level and from the six 
abattoirs. The descriptive statistical analysis focuses on differences in the number of sickness 
absence days per month, and on the duration of the absence. The project also hopes to add data 
concerning other key production factors.   
Since the six abattoirs in question have the same policy concerning sickness absence, and since 
they generally perform the same work, in the same way, with the same equipment, the project as 
described seeks to understand differences in local adoption of procedures and practices. Through 
semi-structured interviews (Bell, 2014; Denscombe, 2014; Kvale, 2008) with EHS consultants 
(Environment, Health, and Safety) and production managers, and through document analysis, we 
will be studying the differences in procedures and practices – while also mapping changes to the 
policies to a timeline. We will then compare the descriptive statistical analysis to this timeline.  
In order to understand, how the organizations of the abattoirs manage OSH and sickness absence 
we will be conducting interviews with the plant managers (n = 6). We will also be conducting 
interviews with EHS- and HR consultants, other relevant middle managers, and administrative 
workers (n ≈ 12). These interviews will also give us information on how these issues are managed 
in the daily work. Furthermore they concern, how the policies are interpreted and used in the daily 
work, which procedures there are for the work processes, and what procedures there are for 
managing the daily work. Finally there will be conducted an analysis of the policies and written 
procedures of the worksites, aiming at understanding the structural differences in the worksites 
examining the differences in, how the organisations deal with sickness absence.  
To study, how OSH is managed and experienced in specific departments for the workers, we will 
conduct in total twelve worker interviews (n = 12), from the same type of production line from 
two different abattoirs, as well as interview their respective line managers (n = 2). We expect that 
this will give us an insight into the produced lived traditions, practices and values of the blue-
collar workers. The interviews with plant managers, middle managers, line managers, and the 
blue-collar workers will together form a picture on, how the perception of sickness absence and 
OSH changes throughout the layers of the organisations. This will together with the analysis of 
policies and the descriptive statistical analysis, inform the project on the complex organisational 
interactions between policies, procedures and practices. 
 
 
3. Research outcomes 
We have yet no research outcomes to present, since the project in question has just been launched. 
We are currently collecting qualitative data and analysing the quantitative data, a process that will 
be concluded within the next year.  
The study seeks to contribute to the study of OSH and sickness absence in the organisation of 
blue-collar work, particularly in the context of blue-collar workers in large-scale industrial food 
production. We also wish to further the understanding of, how the interpretation and 
implementation of organisational policies, into local procedures and practices concerning the 
managing of sickness absence, influences the sickness absence and the abattoirs OSH as a whole. 
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