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Despite the increasing popularity of organisational leadership training, context-
specific longer-term training transfer remains under-researched. We examine how
two safety-leadership behaviours - giving performance feedback and listening actively
-were retained, applied, and transferred from the learning context to the construction-
site workplace. Four to five months after the completion of a nine-week
individualised behaviour-based safety-leadership training (IBST), carried out in
Sweden, open-ended life-story, 90-minute interviews were carried out with seven site-
manager participants and their respective seven foreman/woman. The findings
suggest that long-term safety-leadership behaviours may be transferred to the
workplace; however, contextual contingencies and exigencies, for example,
participant characteristics and situated work-environment, proved of crucial
importance for training transfer. To achieve effective safety-leadership training
transfer that reinforces safe behaviour on construction sites, it would be wise to
problematise the dynamics of participant motivations and situated construction-
project factors.

Keywords: learning, safety behaviours, safety-leadership, training, situated practice

INTRODUCTION

Organisational interventions aimed at changing participants' leadership behaviours are
becoming increasingly popular although the learning outcomes remain contradictory
(Gemmano et al., 2022). Much of the safety-leadership intervention research tends to
be quantitative, focusing mainly on positive safety factors and self-report (Conchie
and Donald, 2009). Yet, Keiser and Payne (2019) have argued that as many as a third
of self-reported answers are unreliable. Behaviours are neither determinable, rational,
nor context-neutral; they manifest differently across and within industries and are
situation-dependent on an individual basis. Based on a meta-analysis of training
designs and implementations, Lacarenza et al., (2017) advised that leadership training
should be based on the individual managers’ current behavioural repertoire and
contextual circumstances.

This is certainly true for construction-safety leadership, which plays out in complex,
multifaceted and dynamic socio-technical interactions (Oswald ef al., 2020; Oswald et
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al., 2022). Such exigencies make it difficult to measure long-term behavioural
training transfer effects of safety-leadership training interventions to local contexts
such as construction sites (Nielsen et al., 2022). Moreover, to unpack safety
behaviours in situ and to understand how behavioural interventions may transfer from
an intervention forum to everyday work practices, alternative and complementary
qualitative research designs and methods are warranted. Qualitative research would
also facilitate the capture of valuable information at the intersection between 'top-
down' organisational safety rules and strategies - most often underpinning the
interventions - and 'bottom-up', project and site practices and exigencies (e.g., Oswald
et al., 2022). Therefore, to evaluate whether and how behaviour safety-leadership
training may result in changed behaviours, and how these behaviours and changes
manifest in practice, a deeper understanding of the various organisational contexts and
the possible ways in which these contexts may influence participants' uptake from
safety training is necessary.

The overall aim of this paper is to examine whether and how learnings from an
individualised behaviour-based safety-leadership training (IBST) carried out in
Sweden were retained, applied and transferred from the learning context to the
construction-site workplace. The IBST studied focused on two safety-leadership
behaviours - giving performance feedback and active listening. Qualitative in-depth,
life-story interviews were used to elicit some answers to two research questions: 1.
Did the IBST safety-leadership training enhance the participating construction-site
managers’ safety leadership behaviours? and 2. Did the targeted safety behaviours
transcend hierarchical levels? Here, we briefly describe the ISBT and discuss
preliminary results from the interview study. The paper contributes insights into the
affordances and possible barriers to safety-behaviour transfer, which in turn could lead
to improvements of IBSTs for construction-site first-line managers.

Safety-Leadership Training Intervention

The individualized behaviour-based safety leadership training (ISBT) was designed to
enhance two fundamental transformational safety-leadership behaviours: giving
performance feedback and listening actively. The developed training curriculum was
carried out three separate times during 2020 and 2021 with three different site-
manager cohorts. Each training curriculum encompassed five modules spread over a
period of 9 weeks (Figure 1). Modules one, three and four were six-hour group-
training sessions while modules two and five each consisted of three-hour on-site
individual shadowing and performance feedback. In between the modules, the
participants were provided reading material and assigned reflective 'learning-by-doing'
writing tasks. Note: pre- and post-training questionnaires were answered by site
managers (SMs), forepersons (Fs), and the SMs' immediate superior managers. These
data are beyond the scope of the paper and reported elsewhere.

To tailor the safety-leadership performance feedback and active listening to individual
and contextual circumstances, the first group-module focused on differentiating the
meanings of the terms 'characteristics' versus 'behaviours', analysing participants'
prevalent and preferred safety behaviours (behaviour analysis), and tapping into
personal safety experience to recall situations in which performance feedback and
active listening could have been, and if so how it could have been used, to activate and
reinforce employee-safety behaviours. Apart from providing some relevant additional
tools (not described here), the remaining two group modules focused on exchanging
experiences and reflecting over their learning-by-doing implementations of the two
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behaviours on their construction sites. These behaviours were also observed during
the two individual performance-feedback modules on site, where one of the
researchers provided individual performance feedback.

Homework Homework Homework Homework

Trainin, g in group #1 Individual training Trainingingroup #2 || Trainingingroup #3 |  Individual training

o b Feedback & active Feedback & active Feedback & active | Feedback & active ; Feedback & active 23
listening listening listening ] listening { listening f

Figure 1: Schematic of the leadership training curriculum

The ABC-model, Antecedent-Behaviour-Consequence (Hanley et al., 2003), from
behavioural psychology served as theoretical underpinning for the training behaviour
analysis, where A represents elicitation of feedback and/or active listening behaviours
to trigger activate employee preferred safety behaviours (e.g., organize risk-
assessment meetings in which workers are invited to describe how a work task may be
performed in a safe manner); B represents preferred site-safety behaviours (e.g.,
voicing suggestions for improving safety of a work task); and C represents the
performance feedback and active listening behaviours enacted to reinforce preferred
employee safety behaviour (e.g., listening to, appreciating and implement workers
suggestions of safety solutions identified at the risk assessment meeting).

The site-managers were tasked to design individualised ABC-plans as learning
objectives based on two selected specific site-safety behaviours they wanted to
improve. The theoretical rationale is that if the SMs' initial behaviour analyses are
'correct', they will see an improvement in their targeted safety behaviours in their site
workers. This positive experience will then reinforce the SMs to continue performing
the trained safety-leadership behaviour and encourage the site workers to continue
performing the safety behaviour (i.e., instrumental reinforcement). Hence, the ABC-
plan is the foundation that informs all the training activities, in group session
activities, in homework assignments, and in individual training supervision on the
construction sites (Figure 1). Throughout the training activities, the managers'
individual ABC-plan was continuously adjusted to fit emergent changes in contextual
circumstances and to the responses the managers received from their site workers as
they successively worked on implementing their ABC-plan.

METHOD

A qualitative and interpretative approach, consisting of in-depth, life-story interviews,
(conversations as we would like to see them) was chosen. Storytelling has been
suggested as an appropriate interview technique for capturing lived experiences of a
phenomenon or event, where interviewees’ personal stories are allowed to evolve, and
in which their underlying assumptions and beliefs guide the conversation rather than
the interviewer's pre-defined questions (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000).

All the participating site managers were duly contacted by telephone to schedule a 90-
minute individual interviews to be carried out 3 to 4 months after the intervention.

We also requested permission to interview their respective foremen/women
(henceforth referred to as foreperson), and we asked them to provide names and
contact information.
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Nineteen of the total 23 SMs that participated in the three training curricula were
interviewed. Not all the site managers had forepersons (Fs) due to the size of the firm
or the project, and many of the ones named were uncontactable. We managed to
secure seven interviews with forepersons (see Table 1). The data set for this paper
consisted of seven site managers and their respective forepersons (14 interviews).
Among the seven pairs, four were male and two were composed of male site manager
and female foreperson. The remaining pair was composed of a female site manager
and a female foreperson.

All the interviews were conducted by the same interviewer and lasted between 70 to
90 minutes. Due to the COVID pandemic, these were all carried out via zoom, which
allowed for the interviews to be both recorded and filmed (upon received permission
from all the respondents). Zoom proved a valuable analytical medium, enabling us to
retrospectively view and listen to the interaction while scrutinising the interview
transcripts. Retrospective access to multi-modal expressions (e.g., body language and
facial expression) adds ‘thickness’ to the data, providing important attitudinal and
affective data.

Table 1: Overview of total training participants and interviewees per intervention

Training interventions SM Intv. Intv. Fs Companies tot.
participants SMs

Cohort I 5 5 2 3

Cohort IT 7 6 1 6

Cohort III 11 8 4 6

Broadly speaking, the aim of the interviews was to elicit respondents’ reflections on
their everyday experiences and enactments of 'safety leadership' and 'on-site safety' in
an attempt to probe the two research questions posed. In other words, we were
interested in what 'safety leadership' meant to the SMs and the Fs. Since our focus
here was training transfer, we were interested in capturing the site managers'
assessment and retentions of the training as well as how the lessons-learned were
applied (or not) over time. Concerning the forepersons, we were interested in
capturing their perceptions of possible manifestations of change in their respective
site-managers interpersonal safety-leadership behaviours.

Classical content analysis was initially used to sort the data, largely based on concepts
drawn from the literature regarding intervention transfer, i.e., participant
characteristics, intervention design, and work environment. This initial theory-driven
categorisation was then followed by a deductive narrative-oriented coding in which
three researchers separately scrutinised themes and fragments from the initial coding
to form coherent storylines portraying the SMs' situated safety-leadership
development as a life-world narrative. These storylines were then triangulated with
the storylines of the forepersons' perceptions of safety-leadership. We have sorted the
findings into two main sub-sections: participants characteristics including work-
environment context and participants' perceptions of the training (SMs) and of
possible effects of the training (Fs).

FINDINGS

Participant Characteristics: Personal Drive

General characteristics
The SMs and Fs of the given paired data set were between 25 and 35 years old. Most
of them had come up through the construction ranks, many starting as apprentice
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carpenters in their high-school years. About half of the respondents had higher-
education or vocational degrees, usually a bachelor's degree. They all shared a
strongly articulated affinity for the operational construction phase. The SMs had
worked in the role between one and three years and had all previously worked as Fs
for several years, as is common practice in the Swedish construction industry.
Typically, they described their career path as 'growing into the SM role', often thanks
to a supportive mentor. Their principal motivation for their voluntary enrolment in the
9-week training was a strong interest in honing their leadership skills (all but one SM
had previously attended several leadership courses). Some of the pairs had worked
together on several projects, and all but one pair described their work relationship as
'very open and good'. SMs and Fs had experience of working in at least two
construction companies before their current place of work, and were well versed in
safety laws, organisational rules and policies.

Work environment characteristics: Safety leadership on site

The data set included large (2), small to middle-sized (3) and small (1) construction
companies. The projects were residential or commercial, in different phases of the
project. Site safety was depicted as a company priority, and for some of the SMs it
was also a personal urgency, requiring constant and persistent attention, which their Fs
corroborated. This was especially so for the SMs of relatively newly established and
fast-growing companies, which one SM likened to the 'wild west'. The SMs were
formally and ultimately accountable for site safety and seemed to be actively engaged
with and present on their construction sites. Regardless of company or project, they
elaborated on similar prevalent unsafe site behaviours. The most common and
seemingly frustrating unsafe behaviours were workers' negligent cleaning up of
workspaces and faulty cordoning off behaviours. These were also the behaviours
many of the SMs targeted for improvement in their ABC plans.

The Fs' safety-on-site stories matched those of their SMs, often recounting the same
incidents and similar frustrations. The association that the life stories of the SM and F
pairs evoked were that of synchronised, well-orchestrated centripetal (SM) and
centrifugal (F) forces at work. SMs worked from the inside (site office) toward the
outside, and Fs worked from the outside inwards:

We [Fs] mostly take care of what’s going on outside, and he [SM] essentially takes care

of budget and administration [...] and of course a load of ideas about technical issues
out there, but maybe spends a bit less time and has less control out there. (F)

Expectations of a foreperson is to be the one who maintains safety on the site since the
SM is less often out there [...] and then a mantra that we have always had ‘If it feels
unsafe to you [F] [...] you possess the right and duty to stop it. (SM)

Perceptions of the Safety-Leadership Training: Application, Adaptation,
Transfer

Site managers' perceptions

Overall, the SMs expressed high satisfaction with the safety-leadership training, many
saying that it was the "best leadership course" they had attended. Although, as
mentioned earlier, the SMs had attended past leadership courses and were familiar
with leadership theory and instruction, they agreed that the current training curriculum
had provided three major take-aways or lessons.

1. It revealed new ways of thinking: “The focus on behaviour was very new to me
... that the focus is not on outcome, not ‘I want to see more clean spaces’ but ‘I
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2. It affirmed and provided SMs with a vocabulary through which they could
articulate what they felt they were already doing: “The ABC method ... I had
actually been using it even if not so explicitly ... just hearing about it was as
though a large part of my behaviour was put in writing ... yes ... this is what |
usually do and I know it works ... it became so much clearer to me [...] to get
this ABC, and knowing that I already do it, that was really what made the

penny drop”
3. It provided SMs with simple tools, the use of which produced immediate
positive response when practiced in the workplace: “... I am a problem-solver

... what I thought I really learnt well was to give positive feedback [...] and to
specify exactly what I referred to when I said something was ‘good’ [...] this |
learnt, and I’ve struggled sometimes when [ walk on site and I see ... with
harnesses for example, that they attach themselves ... and once they have done
so ... to be able to THEN praise them instead of screaming every time they do
NOT attach their harness. Damn it ... it gives a positive feeling of ‘Now [’ve
done something good’”.

Four months after the training, 'positive feedback' and 'active listening' was what the
SMs retained and could still describe in some detail. They recounted how they had
practised these behaviours to achieve better safety involvement on their sites. They
explained how they had targeted specific desired behaviours in their ABC plan, e.g.,
reporting incident risks, cordoning off areas or cleaning up spaces, and how they had
created conditions and/or processes to facilitate enactment of the behaviours by
respectively, e.g., having workers digitally photograph risks and immediately sending
the photos to the SM, or by creating regular 'idea meetings', where everyone involved
was encouraged to articulate their views, or by ensuring that cleaning apparatus was
located on all floors. Last, but not least, the SMs recounted how they reinforced the
desired safe behaviours through positive individual and/or group feedback each time
the behaviour was enacted and how empowering this had made both them and the
recipient of the feedback feel.

However, despite the obvious uptake, and targeted application of the trained
behaviours in the workplace while the training lasted, very few of the SMs were able
to carry over the behaviours trained when their project went into another phase or
from one project to the next. Only one SMs continued to actively use and adapt the
learnings across project contexts. Interestingly, he was also the only SM to mention
benefitting from using additional tools offered in the training such as measuring
behaviour improvements. The reasons for the effective training transfer can partly be
explained by individual characteristics and interest but also by the timeliness of the
training, which coincided with the implementation phase of a new project. The SM
was highly motivated to improve safety-involvement on site and had discussed ideas
with his F. The training thus provided viable methods and the breeding ground for
testing the new ideas. During the interview, he reflected on how he was planning to
further develop his and his project members' safety behaviours.

For most of the other SMs, however, conscious recourse to the safety-leadership tools
learned seems to have somewhat faded over time mainly due to change of project
phase, for example to inspection or aftermarket phases, when uncertainty and pressure
got in the way, and forced them to revert to business as usual. Other contextual
circumstances for which they felt they would have needed training was dealing with
rejection of feedback and language barriers, both of which were common features on
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their sites. One SM expressed it: “... even include the negative, not only praise,
praise, praise, because sometimes it doesn’t work, which we know, right!”

Forepersons' perceptions
All the Fs had been cognisant of the SM's participation in the safety-leadership
training; some SMs even involved their Fs by sharing their ABC plan with them and
actively involving them in the on-site implementation of the plan.

I knew about the training ... clearly could see that he was thinking about what he was

being taught ... we appreciated that the SM put down energy on ... everything from

doing things himself to giving positive feedback to someone who was doing something

correctly [...] If he does it, thensodo I ... do it ... "more", and it sets off a chain effect
and even the lads do it. (F) (our quote marks)

Indeed, concerning safety issues and safety leadership on housing and commercial
construction sites, the stories of the Fs were well aligned with those of their paired
SMs, identifying the same organisational and project safety-related contingencies,
exigencies, and concerns. The seven pairs of narratives offered some new insights
into the division of labour of SM and F. As already mentioned, the Fs managed the
day-to-day practical running and coordinating of site activities: they were 'out there'
continuously interacting with the site workers while the SMs were largely resided
'inside": their interactions with ongoing site were oftentimes mediated by their
computers, a situation which they also deplored. So, even though the SM tried to be
'outside' as much as they could, the implications for transfer of behaviours across
hierarchical boundaries would be more likely to be mediated from SM via F to site
workers than directly from SM to site workers. Indeed, it may be this kind of
mediation route the F is alluding to in the quote, where he seems to be implying that
when the SM exhibits leadership-safety behaviours, and then, when he, the F, follows
suit and does it "more", then the "lads do it".

In this data set, safety behaviours did transcend hierarchical levels, at least from SM to
F in the pairs where the SM already had a strong safety-leadership 'mindset' which
was discursively and practically enacted. Interestingly, in two pairs, we saw reversed
(bottom-up) transfer, from F to SM: "I am out with the workers and talk to them
constantly and monitor their work. If an incident occurs out there, I describe it to my
SM, and he reports it. If I deem something needs to be done in a different way to
make it safer, I explain this to the SM and we implement the change” (F). The second
pair in which transfer seemed to be reversed had a 10-year work relationship with the
SM having started as the F's carpenter apprentice.

CONCLUSIONS

Research has shown that there are correlations between safety leadership and
organisational safety climate, as well as other safety outcomes (Clarke, 2013;
Hoffmeister et al., 2014). Yet, most approaches to construction-site accident
prevention remain normative, relying mostly on short safety courses with introductory
information on safety laws and on organisational and site-specific regulations and
practices. Although there have been calls for behaviour-based leadership training
(Lingard and Rowlinson, 2005), such training remains scarce. Furthermore, little
research has been carried out to evaluate whether and how learnings from training
translate into behavioural changes (Nielsen ef al., 2022) over time. In view of
contradictory evidence concerning leadership training outcomes (Bhatti ef al., 2013;
Hughes et al., 2018), it is important to qualitatively evaluate and problematise the
effectiveness of training endeavours to enable improvements of the training design.
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The aim of this paper, therefore, was to examine whether and how learnings from an
IBST had transferred from the learning context to the construction-site workplace.

One interesting contribution of this study is the empirical examples of the
entanglement of individual characteristics and work environment in the construction
industry. The life stories depict site practices that consists of dynamic interplay
between past and present and between contexts of culture (organisational and site-
safety culture) and contexts of situation (project type, project phase, activities, and
safety risks). The implications for developing effective leadership training for
construction is that individual characteristics and work environment need to be viewed
as relational and dynamic rather than separate and discrete.

In their ethnographic study, Oswald et al., (2022) describe how first-line managers
enact transformational safety-leadership behaviours on construction sites, showing
how these are intrinsically related to immediate work-environment realities. For
example, the expectation on, 'contingent rewards' and 'inspirational motivation' were
respectively manifested as 'giving positive feedback' and 'engaging workers in solving
safety challenges' rather than the theoretical conceptions of 'monetary remuneration'
and 'visionary goals', respectively. The enactments found in our study matched those
of Oswald et al., (2022) and reflect a pragmatic and practical approach to safety
leadership that is well-aligned with the problem-solving characteristic that site-
managers take pride in (Sandberg et al., 2021). Furthermore, these findings support
our targeting of the behaviours 'providing positive feedback' and 'listening actively' in
our ISBT. Even though many of the respondents were familiar with these leadership
concepts as potentially useful, they were nevertheless unaware as to how to activate
them as daily behaviours. They were also unaware, as the quotes in the finding
section show, that these simple concepts, when activated as behaviours, could, and
did, produce immediate and positive response.

The life stories disclosed strong affective connections between the respondents and
'leadership as topic' on the one hand, and between respondents and 'site safety as
experience', on the other. All the SM participants were strongly motivated to
participate in the intervention due to their self-interest in improving their leadership
skills and due to experiences of antecedent safety incidents. However, the findings
would likely be different had the participants been resistant or neutral to safety-
training interventions; the facilitators would then need to create an emotional
connection, which may be an uphill struggle, especially if intangible individual
characteristics such as values, beliefs and trust are not articulated and discussed (e.g.,
Loosemore and Malouf, 2017; Gemmano et al., 2021).

We found no evident change in the SMs' safety mindsets; rather, the training seemed
to strengthen their commitment to site safety by affirming that what they were already
doing was the 'right things' to do. This affective affirmation, we surmise, made them
receptive to the two safety-leadership behaviours being trained, which, as mentioned
earlier, they came to view as not only leadership behaviours they themselves needed
to improve, but also as active safety problem-solving tools they could use to obtain
immediate explicit reinforcing outcomes. This, as well as the individual and
participative learning-by doing design may explain the unanimously positive
assessments of the training, evidenced by their detailed recall of their uptakes. So, in
answer to the first research question posed: Can construction-site managers’ safety
leadership behaviours be enhanced through safety-leadership training, the answer
based on this study would be YES, at least in the short term. We would, however,
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suggest that the training curriculum be better tailored to the situational context of
construction-project phases and the increasingly heteroglossic cultural context to
improve prospects for long-term effects.

The findings also provide interesting insights into the division of labour between SMs
and F, which implicate training transfer and intervention design. There seems to be an
implicit shared managerial safety leadership arrangement between site managers and
forepersons, which to our knowledge has not been addressed in previous construction
leadership literature. In other words, Fs, at least in the Swedish context, have an
important leadership role on construction sites. Whereas, the SMs have an overall,
formal leadership with responsibility and accountability for safety on the construction
site, Fs deploy the more mundane yet critically important managerial-leadership role
in everyday practice (Tengblad, 2012).

Drawing on the narrative of the Fs, we would argue that the Fs are the ones who do
the safety leadership on construction sites; yet traditionally, leadership is inherently a
hierarchical concept implying a cascading or learning transfer downwards. This
means that Fs are less likely to be offered possibilities of attending 'leadership’
interventions even though they may be the ones to benefit most. As our data show,
downward transfer was more likely to occur when SMs articulated their safety
mindset and actively involved their Fs. However, and more interestingly, we also
discerned transfer upwards, in which Fs transferred learnings from practice to their
SM.

To maximise the positive benefits of IBSTs (as perceived by the SMs in this study),
further exploration of both the nature and the practical unfolding of 'safety-leadership
in the construction industry is warranted. We need to further probe participants'
experiences of the interventions, why and how they appropriated 'new' behaviours,
and what behaviours and tools they adapted and applied in their daily practice.
Understanding the micro-level of the 'whole' history of past intervention cycles -
conditions and requisites, delivery, and long-term outcomes - as well as
problematising these would provide valuable insights to better succeed with future
safety interventions.
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