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Abstract

This article sketches a portrait of the safety culture of subcontractors who work in the domestic housing industry of NSW. Ethnographic data was gathered primarily from a short survey of 150 subcontractors and in depth interviews with 11 subcontractors from various trades. It was found that, despite the high rates of injury and disease in the construction industry, construction workers want to be safe at work and they trust their own safety knowledge developed over years of involvement in the industry. They have a poor understanding and appreciation of OHS legal requirements and accept that construction work is dangerous. They tend to think of safety as common sense and often blame the injured worker for not being careful enough. Safe behaviours are constrained by a competitive industry that puts costs before safety. Enforcement strategies fail to take the culture of the industry into account and are being met with a form of passive resistance.
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Introduction
This paper presents an analysis of some aspects of a research project that aimed to create a picture of the safety culture of subcontractors in the construction industry. It achieved this by exploring the attitudes and perceptions to occupational health and safety (OHS) held by subcontractors in the domestic building industry in NSW, as attitudes influence behaviours.1 It was conducted because a large amount of anecdotal evidence gathered by the researcher strongly suggested that there was a growing culture of resistance to modern OHS legislation among subcontractors in that industry, and that this was precipitating minimum compliance OHS behaviour rather than best practice.

The discussion explores the formation of subcontractors’ safety knowledge and discusses how the construction workplace culture influences attitudes to OHS. It portrays the current OHS implementation and enforcement strategies as a contested arena of negotiations heavily influenced by the power and interests of the competing stakeholders. The evidence suggests that improved OHS outcomes may be compromised if the cultural values, norms and social structure of the industry are either ignored or marginalised. I argue that the implementation of OHS in the domestic housing sector of the construction industry could be a smoother process if the culture of the industry was taken into account when designing intervention strategies.
The construction industry is extremely important to Australians and to the economy. Buildings and structures continuously touch our lives, and in 2002-3 in NSW, it was the fourth largest industry.2 It is a high-risk industry3 with a high incidence of workplace deaths, injuries and diseases4 and a poor safety record5. According to Worker’s Compensation statistics, the construction industry of NSW has the third highest incidence of employment injuries6 and the second highest number of work-related fatalities7of all industries in NSW. The incidence of injury in the construction industry throughout Australia is 50% higher than the all industry rate.8 These injury statistics are derived from workers compensation information, yet most of the workers in the construction industry are sole trader subcontractors who are not included in the workers compensation system. Hence, the official injury statistics do not accurately reflect the true injury situation.9 To illustrate this point, an examination of workplace injuries presenting at the Emergency Department of fourteen Queensland hospitals revealed that considerable differences exist between compensated injury data and Hospital Emergency Department data in terms of industry representation and injury type.10 The construction industry made up only 7% of compensated injuries yet represented 24% of work related injuries presenting at those hospitals’ emergency departments.10  The fact that workers compensation claims are poor indicators of accident rates is noted elsewhere 11 and corroborated by Mitchell and Boufous12 who identified that only one quarter of respondents in their research who reported a workplace injury received compensation for their injuries.
Subcontracting has become a major feature of the construction industry and Silberberg13 asserts that subcontractors make up approximately 90 % of workers in the domestic housing segment of the industry. About 94% of businesses in the industry employ less than 5 staff14 and construction has the highest number of non-employing businesses of any industry.15 There is mounting evidence that this shift to subcontracting is having negative health and safety effects on these types of workers.16  This shift to subcontracting in the construction industry has tended to encourage a culture where the objective is to get the job finished as quickly as possible with minimum attention to safety.17 Hence, management of subcontractors is a key feature in the success of any OHS management system in this industry,18 yet subcontractors have received little OHS research despite their importance to the construction industry and the Australian economy.19 
There is a considerable lack of understanding of OHS legislation and processes among small businesses,20 and subcontractors often lack the resources, culture and skills to implement new reforms effectively.21 The technical approach taken by enforcement agencies alienates the majority of small enterprises and prevents them from understanding and participating in many OHS practices.22 Johnstone23 found that subcontractors who work in domestic housing had poor understanding and awareness of OHS requirements. The National Occupational Health and Safety Commission (NOHSC) concluded that the domestic housing segment was not introducing OHS as effectively as other sectors of the industry.24 However, there appears to be very limited research targeting OHS in the domestic housing industry, which can mean poor policy25 : ‘Redressing this situation should be a matter of priority’.26 

Cultural studies suggest that groups construct risk interpretations collectively and that people view risks ‘through a culturally tinged lens’.27 The meaning of the risk is collectively constructed by the people in the group. Risk should be analysed in terms of how it is perceived by the individual in his or her social environment and the options available as understood in that environment.28 

Holmes and Gifford29 used a qualitative method to study risk perception among employers and employees in the Victorian painting industry and found that the social context of work shapes the ways that risk is understood, as social meanings of risk in the workplace may differ between different groups. Employers viewed risks as mainly economic, while employees focused on their tools, substances and type of work. A common theme emerging was that ‘both groups shared an understanding of their industry as a hierarchical social structure through which risk was produced’.30 The narratives of risk for both groups centred on the production and control of risks resulting from specific relations of power between and within different levels of the social structure. 

Method

The main purpose of my study was exploratory. Therefore, I thought it was best to use a qualitative theoretical framework on which to base my research methodology. The quantitative perspective may have had difficulty in allowing for attitudes to be made explicit, especially in the absence of current formal research that describes those attitudes. 

The principle methodology employed for this research was ethnography. The ethnographic approach allowed for the personal understandings of the realities of the subcontractors to emerge, and for a cultural analysis to be applied to their words. 

Somerville31 has suggested that ethnographic methods are extremely suitable for research into workplace cultures. In her study of learning safety in the mining industry she found that ‘cultural analysis can explain how worker subjectivities, including learning and practising safety, are constituted within these workplace cultures’.32 She believes that cultural analysis can help identify a ‘potential locus of change’33 that one can use to mobilise workers to ‘intervene in their own workplace practices’.32 Eales and Spence34 suggest that the ability to identify and manage these ‘cultural levers’ will help facilitate ongoing change.
The data was collected through a combination of a short oral survey of 158 subcontractors, participant observation, in depth semi structured interviews with 11 subcontractors from 6 different trades, investigator diaries, and document analysis, and was simultaneously recorded, analysed and coded into emergent themes.
The reliability and validity of the results were strengthened by my long connection with the industry. I had worked in the construction industry as a tradesperson for almost 20 years before undertaking this research. This made it difficult for the participants to mislead me, deceive me, or gloss over things. My working relationship of equality with the interviewees helped to address issues of power and perspective, which is essential when determining what version of culture is written.35 

Results

A complex picture emerged of the safety discourse of subcontractors, their workplace culture, and in particular, their safety culture. The construction industry is a male dominated workplace with traditional masculine values such as toughness, resourcefulness and independence. It has an oral tradition in which adventurous and risk taking behaviour is often glorified as heroic. Site life is dusty, dirty, noisy and uncomfortable. There is a long tradition of workers socialising at smoko (vernacular for ‘morning tea time’) and lunch, which reduces ennui and affords the feeling of belonging to this cultural space and place. All peoples are embraced if their work is of high quality, while people who produce poor quality workmanship may be marginalised and remain peripheral. It is a practical industry in which people create tangible articles using the tools and skills of their trade. Most valued learning is informal and on the job, and much knowledge is tacit, embodied, rarely articulated, and almost never written: traditionally, the industry is based on doing and not writing about doing.

The safety culture is a subset of the workplace culture. It is not fixed but dynamic, flexible and contested. It is dependent on the forces within the industry, and is maintained in a state of tension. Figure 1 shows that the construction industry workplace culture is influenced by many factors. It is dominated by itinerant, independent male subcontractors who use tools to produce practical outcomes. It is subject to historical forces and unequal power relations. Most learning is informal and incidental with little engagement with paper based information. Safety is principally considered as the responsibility of the individual worker and relies on their ‘common sense’ and practical judgement. The minimum profits tend to encourage resourcefulness, and many safety shortcuts have become accepted practices, which is comparable to evidence from other research.36 The main safety control consists of ‘being careful’ when engaging with the hazardous practices, while the injured worker is often blamed for not being careful enough.
Figure 1. Construction Industry Workplace Culture
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Further examination of their storylines reveals that their safety culture is heavily influenced by three basic needs – their need for freedom and independence, their need for financial safety, and their need for physical safety (see figure 2). Freedom and independence underpin their business management, as every decision they make directly impacts on their business survival. They are business managers constantly juggling competing forces. The subcontractors need physical safety because none of the interviewees and few of the survey respondents had any kind of accident/sickness insurance and were not covered by the WorkCover workers compensation system: if they are hurt they cannot work and cannot maintain financial safety. However, to maintain financial safety and keep their business afloat in a highly competitive industry, they often continue to work even when injured. 
Figure 2. Influences on Construction Industry Safety Culture
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Most subcontractors feel that the hazards and risks they face are mostly predictable within their own trade, yet many concede that the interrelationships between the trades often pose safety concerns. The construction of a house means more than each subcontractor performing their own work skilfully – it requires all trades to work together cooperatively throughout the whole life cycle of the project. However, the structure of the industry favours a culture of independence and individual resourcefulness at the expense of interdependence and consideration for others (see figure 3). Many subcontractors are in such a hurry to get in, finish, and get out, that they may not consider other people who depend on them. If subcontractors are not genuinely thoughtful of others on site they may leave invisible dangers for unsuspecting workers. My findings demonstrate that OHS is often compromised by the thoughtlessness of some people for others on building sites. Examples include the plumbers use temporary taps that hurt the tiler; the carpenters leave loose floor boards for the unsuspecting person to fall through; people leave their mess for others to either clean up or trip on; the plasterers or tilers allow their toxic dust to infect everyone’s workspace; the builder leaves piles of dirt for the brickie to stumble over. This is consistent with Bentley’s 36 finding that a risk factor for falls from ladders is lack of knowledge about what is fixed securely and what is not.
Figure 3. Tensions of Interfacing on Construction Sites
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A very strong theme that emerged from the data was the central role that the builder plays in helping to create a safer workplace. A safe construction site is one in which the builder is well organised, plans ahead, and communicates effectively with all parties. It is the builder who is the one constant throughout the construction process and it is he (or she) who has the power and position to foster positive interfacing between trades who rely on each other but who often are not on site with each other. 

The people who constitute the construction industry culture share some common perceptions of risk. They believe that construction sites are safe for them, but not for outsiders like owner builders, women or children, who do not understand the construction site. They are unanimous about not liking the paperwork requirements that are reifying OHS legislation. They seem to perceive financial risk as more important than personal safety. They all accept that building work degrades the body, but continue with it because it pays the bills. 
There is mounting evidence of a culture of resistance and minimum compliance developing among subcontractors. Almost all participants in this research were scathing in their opinions of WorkCover’s enforcement strategies. Many of the stories circulating among subcontractors describe the implementation of OHS as ridiculous, unfair, inappropriate, a waste of time, and expensive. The paperwork requirements were considered to be irrelevant and ineffective, and many subcontractors had found easy ways to be seen to comply with them. OHS tends to lack credibility because most OHS rules were seen as neither practical nor effective, yet these two principles are the cornerstones of working successfully in the industry, which gives evidence to Frick’s37 assertion that there is a gaping discrepancy between OHS rhetoric and reality.
Discussion

Throughout the history of the building industry, safety has been part of and integrated into building workers core business activities, but not necessarily enunciated or defined anywhere. A literature review of the housing industry discovered that much of the literature is limited in scope, informal, anecdotal, and with very few peer reviewed books or journal articles.26 Safety knowledge is often tacit knowledge and is learned as part of learning how to perform the job properly. The majority of their learning at work was and is informal, incidental, and based in workplace practice rather than written theory, with up to 60% of subcontractors having no formal trade qualification.25 Their safety behaviour is largely a result of conscious and sub conscious trial, error and reflection about the hazards and risks they face. Historically, the construction workers have defined this process for themselves and have developed a culture that integrates safety and work, although the high number of injuries suggests that this culture is not fully attuned to effective management of OHS risks.8  

All participants in this research want to be safe at work, and almost all think that construction sites could be safer. However, most of these fail to see OHS as something that is beneficial to them, but rather, view it as an unfair imposition upon their already stretched resources of time and money. They believe that many of the rules do not actually address their real safety concerns such as repetitive movements, constant manual handling, poor organisation of the construction process, poor coordination and communication between trades, unclear areas of responsibility, and the noisy/dusty working environment. Enforcement of safety on construction sites has primarily come from a ‘safe person’11 model which expects people to unfailingly comply with rules. However, construction workers feel as though they are at the end of a badly designed system that has set them up to fail, in which being safe is impossible. Consequently, subcontractors would like to see OHS enforcement target their real concerns by giving support to safety controls from higher up the hierarchy: that is, target risks at their source. Being the last link in a chain of events tends to breed a fatalistic attitude in which workers accept that their job will damage their body.38
There seem to be at least three layers of safety knowledge in the construction industry. Firstly, safe work means that the individual contractors must have their own safety knowledge specific to their trade. Most subcontractors believe they possess this kind of safety knowledge. The second layer of safety knowledge consists of shared understandings of how to work together across those trades. Most agree that this area could be improved. A third layer of safety knowledge is now being imposed by legislation and enforced by WorkCover. This knowledge exists outside the subcontractors lived experiences and is being forcibly thrust onto them by people exterior to the industry, whose power is based on threat of force rather than perceived legitimate safety knowledge. This scenario is being played out as a struggle in the field of OHS between WorkCover who represents the official knowledge of power driven by global discourses of theory and market economics, and the embedded and embodied safety knowledge of the workers gained through a history of praxis, which is portrayed by those in power as inferior and not good enough. It is an attempt to usurp the power that the workers have over their own body, and subcontractors are resisting these attempts to disempower them. The resulting situation is that enforcement strategies are tending to not necessarily produce safer workplaces, as was intended, but paperwork compliance: that is, minimum compliance rather than best practice. 
The OHS field can be seen as a clash of cultures where the negotiation of the differences between WorkCover and the subcontractors is creating tension (see Figure 4). There is a cultural divide39 between the embodied safety knowledge of the worker and the cerebral safety knowledge of the powerful bureaucracy. The local conditions of the construction workplace produce knowledge valued by the workers who inhabit this cultural space, whereas the global discourse attempts to negate this and replace it with knowledge of the new neo liberal market driven order. 
Figure 4. Clash of Cultures in the Construction Industry
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Conclusion

In this paper it was found that the construction workplace culture influences the safety culture of the subcontractors who work in the industry. Subcontractors want to be safe at work, but working safely is compromised by such competing forces as time/money pressures, the nature of the work, the power and position of the builder, and the interrelationships between the trades. Modern safety requirements are often perceived as threats because they reduce efficiency and compete for resources, without showing any tangible benefits. OHS reform will not create a best practice safety culture unless it addresses these cultural imperatives of the industry. 
A dilemma is becoming apparent. On the one hand, modern OHS legislation exhorts employers to use a consultative approach to solving OHS issues. This requires using the knowledge of the workers to help solve OHS issues. This is not being translated easily onto the small house building site. The safety knowledge of the workers exists within a context of time and money pressures. Their safety decisions are not mutually exclusive of these factors. The prescriptive elements of legislation do not take these influences into account, but rather define OHS management from a technical perspective. Some previously accepted practices have now become illegal and workers are struggling with how to comply.

 In reality, many of these practices in the construction industry are not safe, as the high incidence of injury and disease in the industry attests. The safety culture of the construction industry believes it is a dangerous industry in which injuries are to be expected, and tends to blame the injured worker for not being careful enough. It would be better if construction workers believed it is an industry where working safely poses challenges that can be overcome with careful consideration. The question for legislators and enforcers is how best to change this perception. 
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