Building Safety from the Ground Up: A Focus on Small Construction Firm Leadership
Abstract
This research paper delves into the intricate dynamics of leadership behaviour and its impact on the health and safety of workers within the UK's construction sector, focusing specifically on small and micro construction firms. Employing semi-structured interviews, non-participant observations, and focus group discussions, the study gathers and analyses data through thematic analysis in QSR NVivo, revealing key and emergent themes that highlight the nuanced interplay between leadership behaviours and safety culture. This approach enabled the identification of key themes from the literature, as well as emergent themes reflecting the nuanced interactions between leadership behaviours and safety culture. The findings reveal that leadership behaviour, particularly from owners and experienced workers, plays a pivotal role in shaping the safety culture of small construction firms. Initiatives by these individuals to create safer work environments prompt similar actions among workers, highlighting a reciprocal influence on safety practices. Additionally, the research uncovers the adoption of 'informal' safety practices, such as risk assessments and hazard management, which further contribute to improving on-site safety. This paper sheds light on how leadership behaviours within micro and small construction firms can significantly influence the work environment and proposes recommendations to enhance leadership practices and establish a robust safety culture in a high-risk industry. It also contributes to the discourse on health and safety in the construction industry, highlighting the pivotal role of leadership in small and micro firms by delineating the effects of leadership behaviours and providing a comprehensive framework for understanding how these dynamics influence safety cultures.
Introduction
The construction industry in the United Kingdom stands as one of the most significant sectors in terms of economic contribution and employment. However, it is also characterised by its high-risk nature, with health and safety concerns being paramount due to the potential for severe injuries and fatalities. In this context, leadership behaviour emerges as a crucial factor influencing organisational health and safety, particularly in small and micro-construction firms that form the backbone of the industry (HSE, 2019). Understanding the impact of leadership behaviours on safety is critical, as these entities often lack the formalised safety management systems present in more giant organisations (Nnaji and Karakhan, 2020).
Wu et al. (2016) contended that previous studies on the influence of leadership on Health and Safety (HandS) focused solely on the direct connection between safety leadership and safety performance, overlooking the leadership dynamics among various project stakeholders. Prior research on safety leadership has primarily approached the topic from a psychological standpoint, examining how leaders’ behaviours and actions impact the safety of their workgroups (Barling et al., 2002; Kelloway et al., 2006; Zohar, 2002). However, Oswald and Lingard (2019) have argued that although transformational leadership has been a typical lens through which to view leadership behaviours in HandS, there have also been significant findings demonstrating the usefulness of other perspectives of leadership. 
For instance, according to Skogstad et al. (2015), a perspective of constructive leadership can be described as leaders who effectively influence groups and their members in ways that align with the legitimate interests of the organisation. This involves supporting and improving the organisation's goals, tasks, and strategy, as well as boosting the motivation, well-being, and job attitudes of their followers. Nonetheless, it is crucial to recognise both the favourable and unfavourable aspects of the relationship between leaders and followers when discussing leadership in the workplace, as highlighted by Clements and Washbush (1999) and Einarsen et al. (2007). Research conducted in various workplaces has shown a significant occurrence of harmful leadership behaviours (Aasland et al., 2010; Glasø et al., 2010). Thus, concentrating solely on positive leadership behaviours may restrict the comprehension of the complete influence dynamics between leaders and subordinates, encompassing both negative and positive elements.
However, researching micro-construction firms poses unique challenges for researchers investigating health and safety practices due to several factors, as they are deemed as hard to reach. Firstly, these firms often operate with limited formal structures and may not have dedicated departments or personnel for health and safety, making it challenging to identify and engage with the appropriate contacts for research purposes (Lingard, 2013). Secondly, micro-firms are characterised by their informal communication channels and decision-making processes, which can obscure how health and safety information is disseminated and implemented within the firm (Badri et al., 2018). This informality, while beneficial for operational flexibility, complicates the collection of systematic data on health and safety practices.
Furthermore, micro-construction firms are deemed hard to reach because of privacy concerns, and the sensitivity of health and safety issues also plays a role in the reluctance of micro-firms to participate in research. Firms may fear that disclosing information about health and safety practices could expose them to regulatory scrutiny or reputational damage, especially if they are not fully compliant with health and safety regulations (Walters and James, 2009). This apprehension can lead to resistance against external investigations into their practices.
The qualitative research approach adopted for this study, which included five case studies, allowed for an in-depth exploration of the lived experiences of workers and the nuanced manifestation of leadership behaviours in daily operations. Data collection was comprehensive, utilising semi-structured interviews, non-participant observations, and focus group discussions to gather diverse perspectives on leadership and safety. 
Consequently, our paper addresses the following research question: How does leadership behaviour affect the health and safety of workers in the construction sector in the UK? Specifically, it examines how constructive and destructive leadership behaviours demonstrated by owner-managers and workers affect organisational health and safety on work sites. The focus on small and micro construction firms is deliberate, aiming to uncover insights within a segment of the industry where the personal dynamics between leadership and workforce are pronounced and where informal practices significantly influence safety culture.
To answer the above question, the paper utilises the theoretical framework that draws upon the leadership behaviour literature, distinguishing between constructive and destructive behaviours. Constructive leadership behaviours are those that foster a positive safety culture, including showing concern for workers' well-being, actively engaging in safety practices, and promoting open communication about safety issues (Kelloway et al., 2006; Kelloway et al., 2012). In contrast, destructive leadership behaviours, such as neglecting safety protocols, undermining workers' efforts to maintain a safe environment, or fostering a culture of fear and silence, can detrimentally affect safety outcomes (Tepper, 2000). Drawing on Einarsen et al.'s (2007) typology of leadership behaviour, this research focuses on how leadership behaviour affects worker health and safety in micro-construction firms in the UK. 
The findings of this research underscore the critical role of leadership behaviour in shaping safety cultures within small and micro construction firms. Notably, the initiative shown by owners and experienced workers in advocating for and implementing safety measures has a ripple effect, inspiring similar behaviours among their peers and subordinates. This phenomenon illustrates the social learning aspect of leadership, where behaviours are modelled and then emulated by others within the organisation (Bandura, 1977). Furthermore, the study highlights the significance of 'informal' safety practices, such as ad hoc risk assessments and management of hazardous events, which, while not formally documented, play a crucial role in maintaining safety on construction sites.
These informal practices are particularly noteworthy in the context of small and micro construction firms, where formal safety management systems may be less prevalent. The flexibility and adaptability afforded by such practices enable these firms to respond dynamically to safety challenges, underscoring the importance of leadership in fostering a culture that values and prioritises these informal yet effective safety measures. 
Leadership Behaviour
[bookmark: _Hlk160149919]Leadership is complex and undeniably involves many issues. “It is an act of social influence aimed at clarifying where a collective is going and motivating others to help get there” (Ashford and Sitkin, 2019, p. 456). There are various perspectives on leadership; however, this research focuses on leader behaviours. Leadership behaviour is dynamic and changes with the situation.  Leaders exhibit various behaviours simultaneously, considering multiple factors such as context, personal traits and characteristics, and possible consequences.  Thus, a comprehensive view is needed to have a better explanation of the phenomenon (Eberly et al., 2013; Fischer et al., 2017) and is, therefore, followed in this research.  
[bookmark: _Hlk160149358]The construction sector involves various kinds of work, which often leads to safety concerns. Considering the work pattern in the sector, leaders are expected to ensure a ‘safety’ climate. However, little is known about how leaders look after workplace safety in the construction sector (Löwstedt et al., 2021; Omer et al., 2022). Research on leader behaviour mainly focused on the positive impact; however, leader behaviour has been found to have a double-sword impact (Diebig et al., 2017). Furthermore, evidence indicates that adverse social interaction events have a more substantial impact than positive events (Baumeister et al., 2001). Drawing on the above arguments, a more accurate view of leadership is expected to emerge by examining both constructive and destructive leadership aspects, which will enhance leadership growth. Omer et al. (2022) claim that the existing literature does not provide sufficient information on leadership traits that can have constructive or destructive impacts on construction projects.
Leadership behaviours are generally assessed from the perspective of internal (organisation, subordinate) or external stakeholders (customers, societal members, etc.). This research will only focus on leadership behaviour and its impact on the organisation and subordinates. Leadership behaviour occurs along two basic dimensions, including pro-organisation versus anti-organisation and pro-subordinate versus anti-subordinate (Aasland et al., 2008). Behaviours on these dimensions can then be categorised as destructive or constructive. Destructive leadership comes in many forms; leaders may exhibit both constructive and destructive behaviour simultaneously (Aasland et al., 2008). Destructive leadership is closely related to constructive forms of leadership and may not be considered deviant behaviour (Aasland et al., 2008).    
Destructive leadership is defined as “volitional behaviour by a leader that can harm or intends to harm a leader’s organisation and/or followers by (a) encouraging followers to pursue goals that contravene the legitimate interests of the organisation and/or (b) employing a leadership style that involves the use of harmful methods of influence with followers, regardless of justifications for such behaviour.” (Krasikova et. al., 2013; p, 10). It is a harmful behaviour embedded in the process of leading (Krasikova et al., 2013). It is a behaviour which violates the legitimate interest (legal, reasonable and justifiable) of organisation (Aasland et. al., 2008) and is different from passive or ineffective leadership (Krasikova et al., 2013; Schnys and Schilling, 2013). Similarly, constructive leadership entails behaviours which are pro-organisation and pro-subordinate. Leaders exhibit behaviours that support organisational goals, tasks, and strategies and also make optimal use of the organisation's resources (Einarsen et al., 2007). Furthermore, constructive leadership improve job satisfaction, motivation and well-being of subordinates. Constructive leadership “do not involve harmful behaviours, aggression and similar phenomena that do not involve leading others, ineffective leadership that is unintentionally harmful, and poor task performance and accidental harm-doing (e.g., harm-doing due to violation of safety standards) that do not involve leading others and are unintentionally harmful” (Krasikova et al., 2013; p, 10). 
Contextual factors also have a role to play towards destructive leadership. For example, industrial and organisational characteristics and leader-follower interactions (Liden and Antonakis, 2009) may contribute to leaders' destructive behaviour choices (Krasikova et al., 2013). Research highlights follower/ subordinate characteristics such as performance, personality (Mackey, 2021), or behaviour (Cortina et al., 2018) found to instigate destructive leadership. For example, a leader may find it hard to achieve the target goals achieved by a subordinate, which ultimately challenges his/her position or leads to destructive behaviour (Schyns and Schilling, 2013). 
In the construction industry context, Wu et al. (2017) argue that leadership is a pivotal element in influencing safety outcomes for researchers and practitioners through proactive injury prevention strategies in the workplace. The construction sector, recognised globally for its elevated risk and incident rates, underscores the urgent need to address hazardous conditions that stem from misaligned management priorities and a deficiency in safety leadership (Zhang et al., 2018). Omer et al. (2022) add that the efficacy of leadership is crucial in steering the construction process and organisational operations towards safety success. They add that proficiency in safety leadership emerges as a critical factor in elevating the safety standards of construction projects in regions where the industry grapples with apparent safety issues.
Khalid et al. (2020) identified factors that influence leadership style and its impact on health and safety in construction. This includes the level of authority, size and role of the unit, technology type, and employee competency (Randeree and Chaudhry, 2012). Robinson (2016) also adds that effective communication between project stakeholders, mainly between workers and supervisors, is a significant factor affecting construction health and safety. Gumusburun Ayalp (2022) asserts that leadership is particularly crucial in the construction industry, where success is determined by projects being completed on schedule, within budget, and meeting technical requirements. Subsequently, construction project objectives are more likely to be accomplished promptly and foster a cohesive work atmosphere with sufficient leadership skills (Karki and Hadikusumo, 2023).
[bookmark: _Hlk160151397]In contrast, the lack of leadership has equally significant effects since organisations without leadership experience slow progress, stagnation, and loss of direction. Thus, it is vital to understand how leaders impact behaviour, alter the direction of events, and address resistance in the construction industry (Gumusburun Ayalp, 2022). Leadership in the construction industry and related SMEs is the result of a leader's cognitive information, personality traits, motives, and understanding of situational variables (Ofori, 2008; Omer et al., 2022). Nonetheless, in spite of the numerous research on leadership, there is no evidence to clearly show that a particular leadership style is optimal for the construction sector, especially with the varying nature of projects, organisational sizes, structures and hierarchies, among others (Gumusburun Ayalp, 2022).
Health and safety practices in micro-construction firms
Health and safety within micro-construction firms is an area fraught with challenges, including limited resources, less formalised procedures, and a higher vulnerability to safety risks due to the nature of their projects (Loosemore and Andonakis, 2007; Pinder et al., 2016). The Health and Safety Executive (HSE) in the UK emphasises that regardless of size, all construction firms have legal and ethical obligations to ensure the health and safety of their workers (HSE, 2010). However, the implementation of these obligations can differ significantly between micro and large firms, primarily due to variations in organisational structure and resource availability.
In micro-construction firms, the role of management is often assumed by a single individual or a small team, who must juggle multiple responsibilities, including health and safety management. Leadership in these settings is crucial, as the attitude and behaviours of the management directly influence the safety culture within the firm (Tappura and Nenonen, 2014). Effective leaders in micro-construction firms demonstrate a commitment to safety that goes beyond compliance; they actively engage in safety practices, provide clear communication about safety expectations, and foster an environment where safety concerns can be openly discussed (Kapp, 2012).
Furthermore, the foundation of health and safety responsibilities in the UK construction sector is laid out in the Health and Safety at Work etc. Act 1974 and further specified for construction sites in the Construction (Design and Management) Regulations 2015 (CDM, 2015). These regulations clarify that the primary responsibility for ensuring a safe working environment lies with the employer, who must conduct risk assessments, develop health and safety policies, and ensure workers are appropriately trained (Health and Safety at Work, etc. Act 1974; CDM, 2015).
[bookmark: _Hlk160148724]Micro-construction firms face specific health and safety management challenges, including limited financial and human resources, which can hinder the implementation of comprehensive safety programs (Loosemore and Andonakis, 2007). To overcome these challenges, micro-firms can adopt flexible, innovative approaches to safety management that leverage the strengths of their small size. For instance, Zohar (2010) argued that engaging workers in safety discussions and decision-making can harness their direct knowledge of the work and potential hazards, leading to practical, cost-effective safety solutions.
Guo et al. (2016) have argued that organisational managers must set the tone and tempo for safety management by consistently demonstrating leadership. Corporate leaders at the highest level of the organisational hierarchy frequently emphasise that health and safety are their foremost concerns (Oswald and Lingard, 2019).  They add that frontline workers in the construction industry face a significant likelihood of accidents despite not intending to become harmed. The European Agency for Safety and Health at Work (2019) emphasises the crucial role of senior managers in overseeing occupational health and safety, stating that "Strong, effective, and visible leadership is vital to good workplace safety and health".
The HSE's (2010) stance that small firms and projects do not require the extensive safety procedures and practices of larger organisations as long as they implement measures to ensure safe working conditions warrant critical evaluation. This perspective suggests flexibility in safety management approaches suited to the operational realities of micro-construction firms. However, it also raises questions about the adequacy of these measures in addressing the inherent risks and safety challenges faced by small firms. Research indicates that while micro-construction firms may not adopt the formalised safety systems of their larger counterparts, the absence of structured safety practices does not inherently lead to poor safety outcomes (Loosemore and Andonakis, 2007; Lestari et al., 2020). Instead, the effectiveness of informal safety measures heavily depends on the leadership approach and the safety culture cultivated within the firm. Leaders who prioritise safety and engage in constructive behaviours can drive the development of a strong safety culture, even in the absence of extensive formal procedures (Agumba and Haupt, 2018).
It is crucial to recognise that there are significant differences in safety cultures between small and large construction companies. Al-Bayati (2021) emphasises that the differences are mainly determined by the size of the operations, the degree of formalised safety procedures, and the direct influence of leadership behaviours on safety practices. In large organisations, safety cultures are often driven by formalised policies and procedures, with a focus on compliance and documentation (Mearns et al., 2003; Kim et al., 2019). In contrast, safety cultures within micro-construction firms are more likely to be influenced by the attitudes, behaviours, and direct involvement of leaders and workers in safety practices. This difference suggests that the efficacy of safety measures in micro-construction firms hinges not on the complexity of safety procedures but on the quality of leadership and the collective commitment to safety. 
Effective leaders in micro-construction firms are those who can instil a sense of responsibility for safety among all workers, encouraging proactive safety behaviours and fostering an environment where safety concerns can be openly discussed and addressed (Zohar, 2010). Nonetheless, Pinder et al. (2016) argued that the leadership approaches adopted in micro-construction firms in the UK have a profound impact on health and safety outcomes. While the HSE (2010) posits that smaller firms can achieve safe working conditions without the extensive procedures required by larger organisations, the success of such an approach depends significantly on the quality of leadership and the resulting safety culture. Thus, leadership development should be a key focus for micro-construction firms aiming to improve their safety outcomes, reflecting the critical role of leaders in shaping the safety culture and practices within these organisations.
Generally, leadership is a crucial factor for success in any activity involving collaboration among a group (Grill et al., 2019; Biabani et al., 2022).  Couture and Harvey (2021) contend that the leader plays an important role in creating and enabling a supportive environment for their employees and project participants on a construction work site. Omer et al. (2022) add that effective leadership in construction can be the solution to poor performance on projects. Leadership and construction site safety is crucial to each other, as Collins and Butler (2020) have argued that the success or failure of project management highly depends on the project leader’s leadership skills in managing the team that executes those tasks. Consequently, there is a gap in the literature concerning what actions and behaviours construction leaders should undertake to show effective leadership in promoting construction safety (Oswald et al., 2022).
Methodology
Overall, the research takes on a qualitative approach in the quest to address the proposed aim, i.e. exploring how leadership behaviours within micro and small construction firms influence the work environment and, more importantly, arriving at pragmatic recommendations to enhance overall practices, particularly when creating and maintaining a robust safety culture in a high-risk industry. A social constructivism philosophy was adopted. Social constructivists assert that numerous aspects of human life and knowledge that tend to be viewed as inherently objective or natural are, by and large, socially constructed, created by particular cultures and social processes and interactions (Demeritt, 2005). Sherratt (2018) highlights that the above underpinning philosophy is not only appropriate but necessary when trying to understand the complex occurrences in construction projects. The above approach helps illuminate and explore what is being constructed and the process of this construction itself, including when researching construction site practices (ibid). This approach revealed meanings behind some intimate vernacular such as ‘gangs’ – which meant teams as opposed to the common usage of the word for criminal groups.  
Data collection was undertaken using semi-structured interviews, non-participant observations, and focus groups with hard-to-reach individuals working within small and micro construction firms. Although small construction firms can have up to 50 workers, all firms included in this study had less than 15 employees, thus all veering closer to the micro firm territory (less than 10). As part of a wider research project exploring general safety practices among small and micro construction firms, five case studies were conducted. The analysis focused on individuals as well as collective views. Following up on key themes identified in the literature review, interviewees were asked about their general views on safety, how best site training should be conducted and, more importantly, how leadership can influence overall safety cultures on-site. A thematic analysis ensued following the data collection. Key themes presented in the findings and analysis section highlight types of leadership that were identified and observed through the empirical work. Data management and data analysis were facilitated by the use of QSR NVivo. Ethical considerations employed in this study followed the guidelines of the Social Research Association (see Social Research Association, 2021). Collective consents were collected from the various teams. The main focus of the data will be on the participants, although their interactions with other teams and individuals are crucial (see earlier discussion on social constructivism)
Findings and analysis
This section presents the data collected and its subsequent analysis. 
Overview of research participants
The participants of the study included general builders, skilled labourers, carpenters, non-skilled labourers, electricians, groundworkers and bricklayers. Some participants were working as sole contractors on small projects, while others were working as subcontractors on relatively larger projects. The projects that the teams were working on were at different stages. Some were at the commencement stages, while other projects were at the finishing stages. One project was at the landscaping stage – which is often one of the final stages before handing over to the clients. Although interviews were conducted with several participants, the data presented in this paper is mainly centred around the views of the leaders. Leaders were not necessarily the owners of the small and micro firms, but in all the teams, the leaders and/or owners worked in the trades with their teams. 
Construction leadership
It was evident that good and effective leadership amongst the construction teams hinged upon a good relationship with their gangs. The leaders ensured they brought their gangs together. It was observed during a lunch break that a new member of a team was eating alone while the existing team members ate together. The leader went over to the new member and asked him to join their team. This request was carried out in an effective manner, and as such, it did not appear as a command but rather a warm invitation to join the team. 

There was also a high level of mutual trust. The trust was built upon the leaders demonstrating their concern for their team. One leader stated as follows:
“I would never ask any lad to do something I would not be comfortable in doing.” (Andy)
He indicated that he led by example. There was ‘no task’ that he would let his team undertake if he himself was not happy to do. Most of the leaders had trained several workers who had worked under them and as such, had taken them through a training approach often labelled as ‘learning by doing’. In this process, the leaders would demonstrate what they were teaching the newcomers and have them try the task, thus learning from observation and, subsequently, learning by doing.  
The leaders were aware that their own attitudes and behaviours had a great impact on how workers perceived work and safety as well. Derek stated: “if the [leader] has got the wrong attitude and [says] we’ll not fence around that we’ll leave it and somebody falls down in it… there’s accidents.” As Derek rightly highlights, a leader’s behaviour of not being proactive with safety precautions can lead to accidents. Also, as the other members of the gang learn from their leaders, such practices and overall unsafe behaviours and unsafe working conditions can become the norm, thereby creating an unsafe work culture.  
When probing further about the leaders’ behaviours, Andy supported the above inference. He states: 
“I would think [unsafe practices by a leader] would surely rub off some of the other members of the gang.” This would be even more so among the new and more impressionable workers. Other quotes relating to leaders playing a pivotal role in ensuring site safety were as follows:
“[the managers/leaders] are partly responsible so they see you doing something wrong that’s why they come down harder on you. They’re not just being [explicit language] or anything. They know it’s wrong.” (Rick)
“I always say if anyone’s got a problem or if you aren’t sure about anything, you ask before you do anything. You ain’t sure of anything, if you think it’s safe or you’re not sure it’s safe, you just ask.” (Tony)
“The supervisor’s got to be committed to working safely and is meant to [let his guys do the same].” (Derek)
“[My job is] more or less to ensure that everybody else is safe.” (John)
As seen in the various quotes, the leaders were aware that their behaviours were very important in shaping the overall safety culture on site. John also added that he always ensured that his team had an “open channel of communication” with him when it came to safety. He emphasised that it reduced the chances of workers having to cut corners and hide their concerns. This is an effective method of managing safety. Engaging workers in discussions relating to safety and decision-making is well-documented to improve site safety and reduce potential hazards (Zohar, 2010). Furthermore, this approach is known to bring about more pragmatic and cost-effective solutions. 
However, a leader’s behaviour and attitude can prove challenging for the development of a positive safety culture. Such behaviours and practices are discussed next. 
Destructive leadership
While a leader’s behaviour is known to improve the site and overall project safety, the opposite can happen when leaders do not operate in a manner that promotes safe practices. As indicated by Diebig et al. (2017), a leader’s behaviour acts like a double-edged sword. As a leader, one’s confidence level and steering the group matters. When asked to describe his role, George (an owner-manager) explained his role as follows: 
“…sorting out jobs… put down bricklayer.”
George was leading a team of bricklayers, but his level of confidence and leadership role was assertively displayed. Some members of his gang were also displaying some individualistic attitudes. Safety is known to be at a reasonable level when workers adopt a collective attitude. Joe worked in Geoge’s team, and during an interview, he was asked about how he felt working with others, especially when safety was concerned. He stated: 

“I don’t think there’s any difference. It’s just basically the people you meet, some are a bit even and some are not some you can communicate with and some just wanna do their job and don’t wanna help you do your job. You’re getting paid for it, so you do it. You know, but you get some, and you can talk to ‘em, and they might be able to advise you and all that before you start it.” (Joe)
Joe did not demonstrate a willingness to work closely with others, and his attitude about all workers being the same and not wanting to help did not exude a team spirit attitude. Using Ashford and Sitkin’s (2019) explanation, George may not have successfully played a leadership role in socially influencing his workers (especially Joe) to work in a collective manner. This further confirmed that when leadership roles were not carried out effectively, it had a very adverse effect on the gang. 
Rick offered another example of leaders he had worked with in the past who “got on people’s backs for no reason” and added that this behaviour often caused workers to “cut corners or rebel”. Cutting corners and rebelling are all poor practices that lead to poor safety cultures, thereby making the site unsafe. Rick also stated that such practices were often found in large firms where the leaders are not working out of concern for their gang but working towards targets set by senior managers of the organisation. Ben discussed the potential for managers and leaders to go overboard when it came to the implementation of certain rules. He admitted that younger and less experienced workers may engage in “horseplay” while simultaneously attempting to complete tasks more quickly. This behaviour inevitably takes away from the time allocated for actual work, leading these workers to cut corners to make up for lost time. This can create hazardous situations for both themselves and their colleagues on site. Tom offered a different viewpoint on why inexperienced workers might cut corners. He suggested that they might feel pressured to finish the job quickly, which leads them to take shortcuts. It is imperative to note that poor leadership practices would have led to workers not understanding the actual importance of safety. Thus, the leader’s role in this instance would be destructive. 
Following up on George’s lack of confidence and supportive leadership, he was quoted as saying:
“I could talk to a guy in the face; if the guy ain’t gonna listen to me, he’s gonna do what he wants. That’s up to him.” 
Rick, who had extensive experience in training and mentoring new and less experienced workers, also stated: “Well [if you see something being done wrongly], you’d mention it to them, but if they carry on, then that’s up to them.” (Rick). Rick argued that familiarity with workers meant that they could ignore advice.  Tom seconded the above and added that it was the exact reason why he preferred to work with people he may not know because;
“It is more difficult to be strict with familiar faces. I think [working] working with people you know, you tend to let them get away with a lot more than if somebody don’t know you. I’d rather work with people I don’t know.” (Tom). 
Indirectly, Tom admits his own shortcomings as he finds it challenging to administer ‘tough love’ to people he is familiar with. The approach to leadership described by Tom (or the lack thereof) will thus lead to slow progress, stagnation, and loss of direction (Gumusburun Ayalp, 2022), thereby giving way to unsafe practices. 
As discussed above, it can be deduced that a leader’s behaviour can improve safety, and alternatively, their behaviour can degrade the overall safety of the site and workers, thus destructive leadership. Following the leadership styles of the interviewees, the double-edged sword analogy (see Diebig et al., 2017) is demonstrated as both constructive and destructive leadership. 
The next section will present some key traits of leaders as they create and maintain a positive safety environment at work. 
Creating a wholesome leadership 
One key aspect that stood out when assessing leaders’ ability to influence the safety cultures of their gangs was their ability to communicate clearly to and with their gangs.  Interviewees emphasised the importance of effective communication. John discussed how it was important to communicate views among teammates and, more importantly, the way the communication was carried out was imperative. It was deduced from the interviews and observations that the most important underlying factor that leaders could use to enhance safety was a good communication approach.  
Communication among the smaller teams was widely acknowledged by the interviewees as being more effective due to team sizes. On this topic, Derek stated: 
“[on a small site] you know more personally, don’t you? When you get bigger, you don’t know everybody personally.” (Derek)
There was a general agreement among the interviewees that communication is more effective due to their size. The level of communication went beyond the general safety discussions. The teams made decisions together, including recruitment selections. Derek stated he valued the opinions of his gang, and they liked recruiting new members by using their personal contacts. 
“When we need a member to join our gang, we put out word that we need someone with a particular skill. But if none of the guys in the gang knows the person who wants the job, we start wondering why. And then we ask other people we know whether they also know him, and if they do, we’ll ask about him as a person and about him as a worker.” (Derek)
He also confirmed that they would not hire a new member if someone in the gang had had an issue with the person or knew about any issues relating to the individual.  
Observation: One of Derek's workers (Jack) was working in a confined space, with another worker (Ben) standing outside as a lookout. However, Ben decided to leave his post to deliver a message to Derek. This action angered both Derek and another colleague, so they instructed Ben to return to his task. Afterwards, they decided to have a discussion with him. Derek and the colleague explained to Ben that the area Jack was working in was a confined space, and it was crucial to have someone on the lookout in case of emergencies such as oxygen deprivation, gas leaks, or structural collapses. Ben argued that he did not perceive the working area as a confined space, which influenced his decision to leave. Derek, who had more experience in construction, allowed Ben to present his argument before they clarified why the working area was indeed a confined space. After a thorough discussion, Ben understood the situation better and acknowledged his mistake. He then returned to work, having learned an important lesson about safety in confined spaces.
It was clear that the means of communicating was necessary in the learning process. Ben was given a chance to express his view before Derek and his colleague explained what was wrong. A good discussion of this nature gave Ben a chance to have some ownership in decisions made at work. Good leaders empower their team (Couture and Harvey, 2021). 
In addition to effective communication, good leaders were known to be supportive. Tony offered an example of how he supported new workers:
“…if somebody new comes on-site, you know, if he’s not very good with chaining, then without being disrespectful to them, you’d have to guide them in the trenches. It has to be done at pinpoint. But I wouldn’t get rid of them. I’d give them the opportunity to train, but on their own with a safe circle around them.” (Tony). 
Tony demonstrates several effective leadership qualities. Firstly, he shows a proactive approach to safety by recognising the importance of proper training and guidance for new workers, especially in high-risk areas like trenches. This demonstrates their understanding of the potential dangers on site and their commitment to mitigating these risks while ensuring the new workers learn to work safely. Secondly, as a leader, he emphasises the importance of respect in the training process, acknowledging that guidance should be given without being disrespectful. This shows his ability to foster a positive and supportive work environment where employees feel valued and comfortable asking for help (see Zohar, 2010). Finally, his viewpoint demonstrates a commitment to employee development by providing opportunities for workers to train and improve their skills in a safe environment. This illustrates his belief in the potential of their workforce and their willingness to invest in their growth.
Finally, it was revealed that a good leader will always stand up for their team, even if this means refusing to undertake a job due to the risk it brings to themselves and their gang. 
John recalled a road construction project where they had to create asphalt concrete on a hot summer day. All workers wore safety goggles for protection, but the goggles began to fog up due to the heat and vapour, therefore obscuring their vision. The workers brought up the issue with the principal contractor, suggesting they work at a ‘cooler’ time to avoid the issues with the foggy goggles. However, the contractor insisted they complete the work as scheduled. John argued that impaired vision increased the risk of accidents, and the only alternative would be to remove the goggles, which would expose them to potential harm. Despite their concerns, the principal contractor refused their request, so John and his team terminated their role in the contract due to their unwillingness to take unnecessary risks and compromise their safety. It is clear that John sacrificed the financial rewards for his team’s safety. Another dimension to the situation is captured in Rick’s comment, where he highlights the knock-on effect of poor safety practices when working as a small team: 
“… because you’re small size, you're all together. What you do can affect somebody else, and they can see it. Well, they can on a big site [as well], but on a small site, yeah, you’re in such a confined space, so what you, your actions can either knock or affect others on smaller sites... On a smaller site, you work with everybody all day. Here we’ve got sparkies sparking all day going on top of everybody, so we have talks with them all.” (Rick)
To sum up the above discussions, John’s situation is a practical demonstration of constructive leadership. This is captured in Andy’s earlier quote: 
“I would never ask any lad to do something I would not be comfortable in doing.” – This statement encapsulates the essence of ethical and constructive leadership. This approach underscores a leader's commitment to fairness, safety, and empathy, principles that are fundamental in fostering a positive and productive work environment. 
Conclusion
In summarising this comprehensive exploration of leadership behaviours within the UK's small and micro construction firms, the research illuminates the profound impact of leadership on health and safety outcomes. The study, grounded in qualitative methodologies and enriched through ethnographic case studies, offers a nuanced understanding of how both constructive and destructive leadership behaviours manifest in the day-to-day operations of these firms, ultimately shaping their safety cultures. Drawing on Einarsen et al.'s (2007) typology of leadership behaviour, this paper has critically evaluated the dual nature of leadership influences, showcasing how they can either bolster or undermine health and safety practices on construction sites.
The findings underscore the critical role of leadership in fostering a safety culture that prioritises the well-being of workers. Constructive leadership behaviours, characterised by proactive safety measures, empathetic engagement with employees, and a commitment to leading by example, emerge as pivotal in creating environments where safety is deeply embedded in the organisational ethos. This research highlights that effective leaders not only adhere to safety regulations but also go beyond compliance to ensure the safety and health of their workforce, thereby inspiring trust, respect, and reciprocal safety-oriented actions among their teams.
Conversely, the study also brings to light the detrimental effects of destructive leadership behaviours on safety outcomes. Leaders who neglect safety protocols, display indifference towards health and safety concerns, or foster a culture of fear and silence, contribute to a breakdown in safety practices. These behaviours not only jeopardise the physical well-being of workers but also erode the foundation of a positive safety culture, leading to increased risks and accidents on construction sites.
Thus, the implications of this research are far-reaching, offering critical insights for policy-makers, industry stakeholders, and practitioners aiming to enhance health and safety standards in the construction sector. By recognising the pivotal role of leadership in shaping safety cultures, there is a clear mandate for investing in leadership development programmes that emphasise constructive behaviours and practices. Moreover, the findings highlight the necessity of a holistic approach to safety management, one that encompasses both the structural and behavioural dimensions of leadership.
In conclusion, this paper contributes significantly to the discourse on health and safety in the construction industry, particularly within the context of small and micro firms. By delineating the impacts of constructive and destructive leadership behaviours, it provides a comprehensive framework for understanding the dynamics at play in shaping safety cultures. The research underscores the need for leaders who not only embody safety in their actions and decisions but also actively engage in building a culture where safety is a shared value and priority. Moving forward, the challenge lies in translating these insights into actionable strategies that foster environments where every worker returns home safely every day.
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