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The construction industry is a high-risk industry and a top-five contributor to non-
fatal injuries in the UK. The industry is dependent on Small and Medium-Sized
Enterprises (SMEs) and reportable accidents are most often attributable to the SME
sector. This study focuses on the role of the leader (Owners/Directors) of SMEs in
improving health and safety performance. An initial study with six construction
health and safety experts was undertaken before qualitative semi-structured interviews
with thirty-two Owners/Directors of Construction SMEs. These interviews evaluate
the experience and perceptions of the construction leader’s practices through a ‘4P’,
Qualitative analysis. Focusing on the leader’s characteristics revealed that leaders
tend to seek similar positive attitudes and behaviours within followers. It was also
found that Leaders consistently try to positively change the follower’s understanding
and behaviour, sometimes overlooking negative behaviour due to pressures from the
main contractor to comply with the programme of work.
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INTRODUCTION

The construction industry is unique, ever-changing (Sherratt and Dainty, 2017), one of
the most complex and dangerous industries (Pan and Zhang, 2021) with frequently the
unenviable record for fatalities and serious accidents. The industry is supported by an
essential component of Small Medium sized enterprises (SME) and is regarded as a
significant contributor to society; however, construction SMEs are a significant source
for industry accidents and fatality rates (Labour Force Survey, 2016). With limited
resources for developing and supporting health and safety standards and performance
it is important, as identified within mature organisations, for those leading to
continually improve health and safety performance (Kaassis and Bardi 2018).

Levitt and Parker (1976) identified links between the drive for improved health and
safety performance and measured outcomes of exceptional safety performance as well
as higher productivity. A significant business focus for construction organisations is
based on performance, productivity standards and successful tendering to obtain
future work (OGL, 2020). Harnessing these elements have the potential for
developing greater organisational success and establishing the positive practices of
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Construction SME leaders through greater health and safety performance can
influence this success.

LITERATURE REVIEW

As Pilbeam (et al., 2016) identified, there are significant challenges for SME leaders
in balancing operational consideration with health and safety practices. The greater
impact of hazards on SME is associated with the lack of planning, availability and
opportunity of reasonable controls and quick response that is required in a crisis,
compared to the ability to respond by a large organisation (Herbane, 2010).

There is a significant lack of health and safety research focusing on a construction
SMEs leader’s practice, with previous research specific safety management practices
and legislation (Unnikrishnan et al., 2015) contractor compliance (Mustapha et al.,
2017) and safety culture and climate (Asad et al., 2021). Hollnagel (2014) and
Dekker et al., (2016) suggested moving away from focusing on general negative
aspects of health and safety, such as accident causation and accident rates, and
towards a more positive focus. Consideration of building back wiser, within positive
health and safety leadership practices, can create a positive community through
creating resilience and capacity (Trinh and Feng. 2019).

Sullivan-Taylor and Branicki, (2011) identify that SMEs take a different approach to
risk management and have a different perspective on dealing with extreme events
compared to large organisations. Small and medium-sized enterprises face difficulties
in implementing formal management systems (Arewa and Farrell 2012). Taylor and
Branicki (2011) also recognise SMEs as being the least prepared for a crisis.
Therefore, considering the existing skills, knowledge, and behaviours of directors,
owners of construction SMEs which reflect industry best practices and innovation
could create an altered health and safety approach.

Leadership is a relationship involving power and influence (Fielder, 1974). The
construction industry has a poor image and reputation for non-collaborative culture,
driven by commercial behaviours (Framer 2016), whereas implementing a
collaborative management process can improve safety and productivity (Choudhry,
2015). The construction industry has been traditionally regarded as being led with a
Transactional Leadership style, which is reactive, compliance-based with close
monitoring by the leader for deviations, mistakes, and errors (Bass, 1985). In contrast,
Transformational leadership is a pro-active and recognises the change organisations
require to address adaptability and flexibility (Ismail and Fathi, 2018) where leaders
motivate their followers to perform beyond expectations and beyond self-interest for
the greater value of group goals. Development from a transformational leader
considers a higher-level multi-dimension, reciprocal relationship process between the
leader and the follower as recognised within the Leader-Member Exchange theory
(LMX) (He et al., 2021). Through a social exchange and moral leadership, a leader
can respond to the follower’s abilities and provide greater motivation than just an
economic exchange (Khan et al,, 2020). Fiedler (1974) links the power, the leader
has, to the influence within a situation based on the leader-member relationship, the
task structure, and the position of power. Therefore, when the leader has developed a
relationship with the follower, they will have more power and greater influence.

There is a growing interest in the theory of the authentic leader (Gardener et al.,
2021). An authentic leader reflects on their ability and actions with a sense of
humility by way of validating their position. The leader identifies themselves as being
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faithful to their values and consider personal strengths as a structure for personal
identity (Kruse et al., 2016). For those who incorporate the role of leader within their
identity, are then able to influence others in a personal manner which reflects their
values, knowledge and skills and equate to one’s best self (DeRue and Ashford 2010).

Kheni et al., (2007) consider a broader stakeholder perspective of construction health
and safety for SMEs through qualitative interviews. This research found that
implementing a health and safety framework was influenced more by the fact
followers/employees were extended family members of the Director/Owner. Agumba
and Haupt (2009) exploratory study considers the importance of the leader’s
commitment and health and safety skills as an influence of culture for construction
SMEs through a quantitative sampling questionnaire and methodology. However, the
research did not clarify the role of the participants, or the pressures placed upon them
within the decision-making process.

Adegboyega et al., (2021) considers risk normalisation of health and safety within
construction SMEs through a questionnaire, contemplating a broader stakeholder
perspective; however, this did not provide a focused view from the leader’s
perspective. These studies demonstrate the dearth of knowledge and understanding on
construction SME leader’s practices for health and safety, and no one best theoretical
framework to address the mix of topics covered in this paper. The application of a 4P
analytical framework (Pressure, Partnership, Practices and Performance), from the
marketing industry was applied to the construction SME leadership context (Sodhi
and Tan 2016), accommodates a complex supply-chain arrangements commonly
found in construction.

This research explored the construction SME leader’s practices, for health and safety
in the context of their actions (Thompson et al., 2018), with the method in which the
practices fit within the leadership process recognising enhanced health and safety
performance (Kaupplia et al., 2015). This focus recognises that implementing
effective leader practices for health and safety fosters relationships to build upon
individual and organisation resilience and community.

METHOD

The data collection method was gained from structured probabilistic interviews
specifically through the lens of thirty-two (32) Directors/Owners of construction
SMEs to gain an understanding of these individuals’ leadership practices. All
interviews were undertaken due to the specific criteria of being an Owner or Director
of a Construction SME and worked within the construction supply chain. The
interviews were transcribed verbatim, data coded and integrated through Qualitative
Data Analysis Software (QADS) Quirkos.

Data was coded within a 4P framework model based upon the 4P marketing theory
(McCarthy, 1960) with the purpose to add value in meeting customer needs and
achieving company goals, and similarly within a fast-paced environment. The 4Ps
adopted a conceptual framework addressed Pressures and Partnership, which were
evaluated as having a significant impact on the Practices and, ultimately, Performance
(Sodhi and Tan 2016). Applying such a framework provides the research with an
aspect of boundary object and parameter limits (Gray et al., 2017).
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FINDINGS

The context of the leadership was evident in the pressures (Table 1) associated with
general construction issues. The themes identified were linked to adverse traditional
construction problems of staying within the programme of works which resulted in
cutting corners, skills shortages that required operatives to be employed that did not
have practical experience or understanding of the technical or hazards present on site.

Table 1: 4P analysis of SME health and safety leadership

Pressure Partner Practices Performance

Responsibility, Employee/3 | Iwant to demonstrate my commitment. Int 7 we are now looking for innovation Int 3
Reputation, “ Parties e . Show ths : ard health and
Blame culture Int7, 13. leadership in our company is very visible. Int 9 ;)\lrvl dlfmovmg lgwar ealt tar? "
Int 1, Int 7, Int s safety performance improvements is the
24 Tot 28 leaders’ vision. Int 28, desired state. Int 9

We give the operatives some control we as well as

N . leads by example through identifying
understanding as to what is expected. Int 3

his expectations. Int 30
being very aware of yourself, but also aware of those
around you. Int 19

the leaders vision. Int 28

. L to walk away from high pressure work
importance of communication and feedback and Int 32

engagement. Int 13

Commercial: Client Main | you’ve got to learn from this and adapt and move and Greater working relationship. Int 23, Int
. Contractor change. Int 7 28,

Unrealistic

programme. Int | Int2,7 Importance of planning and understanding the client’s having clear objectives. Int 5

4, Int7,Int 13 needs. Int 8

Cause of accidents Int 3

drivers are developed (from pressure) and important. Int 2 . .
Financial reward. Int 4

Skills Employees | Importance of education and qualifications. Int 1 health and safety performance
shortage/Social Int 1, 21, . improvements are the desired state. Int
behaviour Int 7, | 25 Improving competency. Int 2, 21 9

Int 9, Int 8, Int i ’ inki

2‘;; s, n Being forward thinking Int 3, 5 Importance of “Why” for performance.

Close enough to understand the operatives but not to be Int 11

friends. Int 25

Changing Client/Main | Being flexibility and allowing for authority and Use of external resources and expert
standards and contractor. responsibility in the process. Int 3 knowledge (Safety consultant) Int 19
processes. Int 2 Int3 .
External 3% we'll all probably bend the rules but not so far as to break recognise good follower performance.
Parties Int 7 | them. Int7 Int 24
has to take on new approaches. Int 2 follower looks for and needs education,
skills and knowledge and

importance of planning. Int § understanding. Int 28

you've got to adapt. Int 30

On-site Hazards | Client/main | Improving competency. Int 21 Use of mobile phones for on-line
Int3 contractor i R . software and training. Int 15
Int7 the leader being aware of individuals within a team. Int 3
health and Using a LinkedIn and WhatsApp page
Emplovee . g PP pag
safety are Int g 14)1, Allow the follower or to help the leader improve Int 15 to praise workers. Int 7
highlighted 15,21 Learn from other people. Int 14

further with Understanding the process of Hazard

COVID 19 Int 1 My wide is the COVID coordinator. Int 7 identification, risk control and linking
this to productivity. Int 14

(Int; Interview)

Therefore, the leader's responsibility is associated with the care owed to others and the
ethical consideration. The threat of damage to the organisation's reputation due to an
incident and health and safety performance may affect the sustainability of work
supply from a client or main contractor, where reputation is associated with a blame
culture and correlates to the ‘guilty until the proven innocent’ structure of UK health
and safety legislation (where employers must demonstrate that they have either met or
exceeded the minimum legal requirement). The pressures (table 1) of leading
construction SMEs were related to the personal pressure associated with the “threat of
imprisonment, fines, damaged reputation” (Int 1) and the personal responsibility of
injuring someone with whom an SME leader will have a close working relationship.
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A “blame culture” is often associated with the construction industry and was evident
with the pressure of personal experience by many interviewees. Pressure arose from
the lack of full integration of health and safety costs within the commercial and time
constraints and the potential for improving performance. Limited industry
collaboration resulted in clients and contractors demanding varied health and safety
management processes and documentation, which prevents standardisation of
submission documents complicating the tendering process.

Leaders look for followers with similar characteristics and beliefs that they also hold
important and are drawn to the leader, especially those regarded as having additional
skills, such as being multilingual. Such an example was provided for a large Polish
constituent of Joiners on site where the operative with higher skill levels and
command of English drew the leader to provide more information and instruction to
that individual. By applying a more reliable communication process, removes the
potential of a cross-cultural communication barrier. This higher-skilled operative then
cascades instruction to the other non-English speaking employees and becomes the
notional on-site leader. The leader of this Construction SME was able to identify the
followers' skills and apply them to support their own communication skills gap in a
symbiotic dependant partnership with the follower.

Int 28 identified that social standards, expectations, and behaviours have altered
within the construction industry, from alcohol consumption to illegal recreational
drugs. The application and development of alcohol and drug policy and testing by
large and high-risk industries restricted this SME Leader placing operatives who are
known users within the main client or contractor's site - a pressure of the skills
shortage for owners and directors to retain such employees. At the same time this
leader is aware of their significant personal responsibility.

The leaders understanding of site hazards impacting the leader’s practices are an
important method for trust to be developed. The global COVID 19 pandemic
highlighted the fragile nature of continuing projects and balancing the safest work
methods in line with Government guidance and limitations of construction health.

Essential partnership (Table 1) characteristics of the leader were identified as; the
importance of trust, respect and honesty and closely associated with multiple
leadership theories such as Transformational, LMX and Authentic leadership styles.
The interviewed leaders realised the dependency on the follower as a construct of "the
leader needs followers they can learn from" influence and be influenced by the
follower in a symbiotic, two-way process where communication is seen to be vital in
achieving the leader's organisational vision. Communication was key in providing
confidence, thus allowing the follower to take responsibility, which then leads to
greater independence and sharing of responsibility with the follower.

This form of delegated responsibility leads to a greater likelihood of accepted trust by
the follower, where the message is clear and the follower understands what is
expected, resulting in the follower not being entirely reliant on the leader and accepted
responsibility. Two study participants identified that a leader must retain a certain
level of detachment to the follower, as this is essential to ensure a level of command
and control. By preventing a close relationship, they could ensure the ability of
enforcing action when required. One participant intentionally created a barrier
between themselves and the follower through their requirement to have a COVID 19
co-ordinator. An example by another participant stated that "on a Friday you cannot
go to the pub with the men and be their friend and lie like a lamb and then on Monday
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morning run with the wolfs and discipline them" aligning with the perspective of
Transactional style of leadership.

In contrast, other study participants identified the importance of the team, particularly
when considering all employees or family culture with a more open relationship. By
doing so leads to a better understanding of the individual needs of the employee. The
principles of successful leadership were highlighted as an art form with "Leadership
being related to the tempo of the leader in charge". The suggestion is that the culture
created within the organisation was viewed as a “team” or having a “family feel” often
creating a higher level of care within the Leader, often due to the close personal
connection with the employees. For those leaders who considered the importance of
creating a family feel, identified the importance of the employee’s needs, to know and
understand the follower and their capabilities.

The shared pattern of leadership practices (Table 1) considered that change is an
essential strategy to the survival and the development of the leader, follower, and
essential for organisational growth. The leaders see themselves as setting the standard
through visibility and commitment as to the standard of health and safety required.
Their followers are developed through competency, raising the technical ability, and
understanding, through qualifications, of the construction process, hazard awareness
and increased follower competency and ability. These additional skills and
characteristics reinforce the development of an organisation in both the leader and
follower through building confidence, evolving maturity, and creating resilience. The
leaders’ believed that greater health and safety integrity was established with new
working and leadership practices.

One approach was to provide easy access to health and safety information through
mobile phones or tablets with online access to software such as "I" Auditor and
training or to the existing company to health and safety files specific to a site or client.
Being innovative, leaders made it easier for site employees by providing access to
online systems and updated safety information such as asbestos registers and health
and safety monitoring records. Online access also raised the organisation's profile by
recognising individuals' work, successfully completed work and good safety practices
through social media (LinkedIn) or apps (WhatsApp). In contrast to the intrinsic
importance of communication for health and safety engagement, it was suggested that
leaders could hide behind communication. where there is an overload of health and
safety information or restrict access to specific communication processes such as
meetings and committees.

The health and safety performance (Table 1) of the construction SME is not held in
isolation from the other activities of the leader. As the leader looks to develop their
SME, the pressure of insufficient health and safety performance, often identified by
the client or main contractors, can, become a driver to develop organisational change.
Facilitating health and safety performance improvements were supported by
improving skills and access to education for both the leader and followers; however,
the availability of skilled and experienced operatives is one of the significant
performance challenges for the construction industry (Farmer 2016). Leaders felt that
they had to consider planning; however, still be flexible in their approach and
amenable to “bending” (Int. 7) the health and safety rules. Such comments showed
the honesty of the participants, reducing the possibility of the participant providing
answers which they felt ‘were required’. Safety performance was a desired state,
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gained through vision and innovation often with the support of external safety
advisors with specialist knowledge, reflecting the SMEs specialism.

Features detrimental to construction SME's health and safety performance, was an
environment not within the control of the SME and lead with less regard for health
and safety standards (Int 2). The result being that operatives would work to the lower
standard set by others. To combat this influence, the interviewee, suggested
establishing expectations of consistent health and safety performance.

DISCUSSION

The importance of the construction SME leader's role requires integration of health
and safety practice and performance with the organisations’ need to survive and
develop (Int 7). There is continual reflection and planning as to the situational
environment, level of health and safety risk, expectation of the client and the
ability/skills of the follower (Int 1) to meet those standards. The technical complexity
of construction (Trinh and Feng, 2020) links the significance of competency in
qualifications, knowledge, and experience for both leader and the follower to the
overall organisational performance (Int 19). Having greater skills and knowledge
(Rantal et al., 2022) provides greater awareness and understanding of health and
safety requirements in addressing risk control (Int 14).

Organisational community (Int 13) can be gained through a positive health and safety
culture (Rantal et al., 2022) created from a positive, supportive leadership style (Int
7,9), such as a Transformational (Bennis, 2001) or LMX (Barling et al., 2011). These
leadership styles are more considerate in providing justification and reasoning as to
"why" (Int. 11) specific health and safety practices are implemented and therefore
allow for a supportive culture, where the follower is to be able to ask "why?" without
a negative reaction. This; however, does not prescribe transactional leadership style
as being negative. Such a direct leadership approach provides a different culture with
less potential for ambiguity of expectations or relationship. As Ismail and Fathi,
(2018) identified, there is the requirement for leaders to be able to be adaptable in
leadership style to address the follower’s needs (Int 3), such as in times of requiring
support (mental health) or situational needs such as in emergencies.

Findings which focus on the Leader's perspective reveal that leaders look for similar
positive characteristics within followers; followers who show initiative, have
improved communication skills and a desire to learn, are factors which reflect a
Transformational Leadership theory (Bennis, 2001). Other leaders suggested
decentralising health and safety responsibility, as a potential power shift to the
follower. A shift in responsibility and the power balance (Fiedler, 1974) is associated
with the LMX leadership theory, where a leader appraises the follower as being
responsible and having the suitable ability, is trusted with greater independence, and
as suggested by participants, a decentralisation of ownership for health and safety
responsibility. An LMX structure provides a greater understanding of the Leader's
practices for performance by enhancing the follower's understanding of "why" they
are to behave in a particular manner. The construction SME Leader would then
expect improved health and safety performance by providing greater certainty and
clarity of health and safety, objectives associated with the LMX theory, constructed
through practices of leading by example, setting expectations, and improving worker
engagement.
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Pressure can arise when there is conflict in health and safety standards between the
SME and the Client/Main Contractor. The Client /Main Contractor generally expect
the highest standard of health and safety performance within their supply chain.
However, they invariably require the lowest tender cost and compliance with the work
programme demands. Such demands were seen as conflicting with health and safety
standards, especially as the programme developed, where time constraints were
believed to be the most significant cause of accidents. One interviewee suggested that
the best scenario for “improving health and safety performance would be in choosing
whom they worked for and walking away from excessively low tenders with arbitrary
time scale” (Int 32). Such a Pressure /Partnership conflict resulted in the most
proactive and responsible leaders balancing the financial/contractual risk with health
and safety and overlooking minor, adverse health and safety practices.

CONCLUSIONS

The group of Construction SME Leaders', within this research, identified and
supported the opinion that health and safety decision-making practices are complex
and must consider multiple factors. That the leader continually reflects on and plans
the compatibility between the skills and ability of the follower to meet the
performance standards of the environmental situation, the level of health and safety
risk and the health and safety expectation of the client/main contractor.

A positive Leaders practice was to consider the ‘pressures’ of client/Main Contractors
feedback as personal motivation to achieving higher health and safety standards.
Pressures of construction skill-shortage often saw the need to employ operatives of
lesser skills and ability. The leader would address this by seeking employees with
similar attitudes as the leader and then plan to develop the required trade skills and
appropriate health and safety behaviour. Such a strategy resulted in a temporary
shortfall in the initial risk awareness; however, it allowed the employee to adapt and
develop knowledge about the leader's expectations and required culture behaviour.
Leaders need followers, with leaders understanding the mutual symbiotic relationship
with the follower. These leaders’ take cognisance of the follower’s personality, needs
and ability and balance these with the leader’s practices. Ranging from a family and
individual perspective, acting with empathy, moving to a wider consideration of the
organisational needs and the use of power through responsibility to achieve the
required health and safety performance.

Leaders realise the importance of building community and relationships with their
followers in supporting a safety culture by providing an understanding of “why”
specific safety procedures are implemented and must be adhered to. In recognising
the importance of communication and removing the traditional leader/follower
imbalance of power, leaders can create a safe social environment in which the
follower can ask “why”, shaping engagement and follower acceptance of the leader’s
practices.

Construction leaders look to combine wider access and ease of access by on site
employees to health and safety information, documents, and files. This is being
achieved through a significant change and innovative use of technology. Innovative
online business support, with the use of health and safety specific software and
training packages. Social media, was also successfully applied to publicly praising
follower’s behaviour, raise wider community awareness and to advertise commitment
and leadership of positive health and safety performance.
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