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Abstract: Cultural and behavioural differences are the main aspects of reluctance to 
practise proper safety in the workplace in Malaysia. This is because foreign labourers have 
monopolised the Malaysian construction sector at the operational level since the early 1980s. 
Accordingly, the current study examined the key factors of reluctance in practising proper 
safety from a construction foreign labourers’ behavioural perspective. A total of nine semi-
structured interviews were conducted with selected construction professionals working closely 
with foreign labourers at the operational level. Their responses were analysed using thematic 
analysis through familiarisation of the data coded to determine the main factors and sub-
factors. The results revealed that age, cultural diversity, callowness, ignorance, overconfidence, 
carelessness, oversight and misjudgement were the eight key factors in reluctance to practise 
safety among foreign labourers in Malaysian construction sites. This study believes that a high 
level of safety compliance among foreign labourers can be achieved when these factors are 
assessed in greater depth.

Keywords: Reluctance, Foreign labours, Safety compliances, Safety behaviours, Safety non-
compliance behaviours

INTRODUCTION

The foreign labour workforce is vital in advancing a country’s development (Najib 
et al., 2018). However, due to the influx of foreign labourers in the construction 
sector, safety disciplinary and misconduct issues involving foreign labourers are 
often reported (Zulkeflee et al., 2020; 2022a). Globally, the problem of safety 
non-compliance in the construction industry has been extensively addressed by 
previous researchers (Hasmori, Akhir and Said, 2020). These suboptimal practices are 
particularly prevalent in many developing countries where safety is not perceived 
as a crucial necessity (Zulkeflee et al., 2023). In such contexts, the prioritisation of 
income often takes precedence over the importance of safety (Keng and Razak, 
2014). *

In Malaysia, a comparable trend is observed among construction labourers, 
with the operational level largely dominated by foreign labourers from developing 
countries (Najib et al., 2018). The reluctance of foreign labourers to practise 
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proper safety is not a new subject, as numerous studies have proven that safety 
non-compliance behaviour is the main factor (Williams, Hamid and Misnan, 2018; 
Hasmori, Akhir and Said, 2020; Zulkeflee et al., 2022a). One of the causal factors 
in accidents on the construction site is the unethical habits and behaviour of the 
foreign labourers, such as violating safety procedures, disobeying safety instructions 
and ignoring safety precautions (Williams, Hamid and Misnan, 2018). Foreign 
labourers behave in such a way due to their personal decisions and behaviours 
(Hasmori, Akhir and Said, 2020). For example, foreign labourers are likely to take 
shortcuts while performing a task, which would lead to ignorance when practising 
proper safety (Aliabadi et al., 2018). Eventually, the rates of accidents, incidents 
and near misses increase drastically, if this matter is not curbed and controlled from 
the beginning (Agyekum, Simons and Botchway, 2018). 

There is a lack of published data and analysis on the actual reasons for 
safety non-compliance with Occupational Safety and Health (OSH) legislation 
among construction foreign labourers (Hamid, Majid and Singh, 2008). Previous 
scholars emphasise the management’s responsibility to invest in safety, but they 
rarely focus on the safety attitudes and behaviours of each individual exposed to 
hazards (Williams, Hamid and Misnan, 2018; Azmi and Misnan, 2013; Kemei, Kaluli 
and Kabubo, 2015; Aniekwu, 2007; Zulkeflee et al., 2020). Furthermore, most of the 
safety literature has focused on the enhancement of safety compliance from a 
management perspective (Zulkeflee et al., 2022a). Accidents are multi-casual 
events that need to be studied from a macro viewpoint, including institutional, 
technical and macroeconomic perspectives. Nonetheless, only a few researchers 
have examined occupational accidents from a cultural standpoint and even fewer 
have focused on incidents involving foreign labourers (Rodríguez-López et al., 
2016). Also, the factors of reluctance to practise proper safety among construction 
foreign labourers at the operational level have not yet been thoroughly identified in 
order to curb the increasing rate of accidents and mishaps (Zulkeflee et al., 2022b). 
Hence, safety non-compliance issues need to be addressed at their primary source 
by examining the actual attitudes and behaviours of the foreign labourers rather 
than waiting for problems to emerge from other sources (Zulkeflee et al., 2022a; 
2022b). 

Drawing on the previous study by Zulkeflee et al. (2023), the factors, 
particularly behavioural-related factors, contributing to reluctance to practice 
safety were emphasised. However, there is a need for additional research to 
delve into the factors from a demographic perspective. Some researchers posit 
that a demographic perspective could play a pivotal role in shaping individuals’ 
behaviours (Fang et al., 2018; Jaafar et al., 2018).

IMMEDIATE ATTENTION IS REQUIRED FOR FOREIGN LABOUR ISSUES

According to the OSH Statistics 2020 published by the Social Security Organisation 
(2020), there were a total of 11,232 reported construction accidents in 2019. This 
represented a 2.6% decrease from the 11,529 cases reported in 2018. Despite 
this slight reduction, the construction sector remains one of the most hazardous 
industries in Malaysia, contributing to 22.5% of all occupational accidents reported 
in 2019. Most construction accidents (72.3%) were attributed to falls, followed by 
machinery-related incidents (16.2%) and contact with moving objects (5.5%). 
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Consequently, the accident data released by the Department of Occupational 
Safety and Health (2022) reflects a comparable pattern. 

In 2022, there were 6,719 reported accident cases, slightly fewer than the 
6,686 cases recorded in 2021. Despite this modest decline, the construction sector 
maintained its position as the second-highest industry in terms of accident cases, 
trailing behind the manufacturing sector. The construction accidents that went 
unreported could be higher than the predictions of 36% of construction labourers, 
comprising illegal foreign labourers without work permits, 19% legal labourers and 
the remaining 45% being locals (Nungsari, Flanders and Chuah, 2020). The diversified 
nationalities of foreign labourers have intensified communication problems, which 
in turn constrain productivity and efforts aimed at ensuring safety at sites (Debrah 
and Ofori, 2001). This is because foreign labourers are more exposed to accidents 
at construction sites due to their unwillingness to conduct safety practices (Lingard 
and Rowlinson, 1994).

The level of safety compliance among foreign labourers is still doubtful, 
reflected in the consistent accident rate every year (CIDB Malaysia, 2018; Zulkeflee 
et al., 2020; 2022a; 2022b). Thus, dealing with foreign labourers from various cultural 
backgrounds calls for adequate safety intervention practices to enhance the 
labourers’ safety behaviours (Mohammad and Bonaventura, 2017). However, the 
terminology of poor safety practices on construction sites needs to be defined in-
depth in order to unravel the deprived actions often performed by foreign labourers 
(Collins, 2016). 

Poor safety practices can be described as actions dealing with health and 
safety by outlining the danger and risk to people, equipment, environment and 
processes (Rajathi and Ramya, 2021). For instance, actions such as disobeying 
safety instructions, being facetious while working or not applying proper personal 
protective equipment (PPE) can be classified as poor safety practices (Williams, 
Hamid and Misnan, 2018). Many foreign labourers are reluctant to obey safety 
precautions, although it is being gazetted as a legal requirement to protect them 
from danger and risk on construction sites (Fang et al., 2018). 

Furthermore, the construction labourers do not practise safety measures at 
the site due to carelessness, overconfidence, negligence and ignorance towards 
safety matters (Krishnamurthy, 2006). Besides that, the common excuses for these 
behaviours are caused by discomfort while applying the safety precautions and the 
restrictions they place on movement (Fang et al., 2018). The ignorant behaviours of 
the construction labourers increase behavioural safety non-compliance issues in the 
workplace (Zulkeflee et al., 2022a; 2022b). Hence, it is agreed that the main factors 
of safety non-compliance and unsafe behaviours are due to individual factors such 
as ignorance, overestimation of their abilities, negligence and oversight (Ahmed, 
Sobuz and Haque, 2018; Johanson, 2021). Although many initiatives have been 
taken by the management to curb the accident rates, foreign labourers still carry 
out unsafe work stemming of their poor temperament, bad safety behaviours and 
their choice not to practise safety (Adinyira et al., 2020).

RESISTANCE TO CHANGE BEHAVIOUR

Kubler-Ross (1969) established the Change Curve Model (as shown in Figure 1). The 
model emphasises the four stages most individuals go through while adapting to 
change. 
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Figure 1. The change curve by Kubler-Ross (1969)

The first stage is where an individual’s reaction: shock and denial, after 
they receive news that is contrary to their habits and practices (Ford, Ford and 
D’Amelio, 2008). For instance, people oppose changes when they believe they are 
losing something valuable to themselves. When the reality of the change begins 
to sink in, individuals tend to react adversely and go to the second stage (Ford, 
Ford and D’Amelio, 2008). They may be afraid of the consequences, furious and 
actively protesting the changes. Therefore, an organisation would be subjected 
to disturbance and swiftly devolve into anarchy. After that, individuals will begin 
to let go and accept the changes in the third stage. They will start to explore the 
meaning of the changes and discover the reality that they have to face. In the 
fourth stage, they begin to embrace the changes and rebuild their habits and 
behaviours. 

In general, people are reluctant to change in an organisation that is not 
receptive to change and development (Stonehouse, 2013). Therefore, he has 
established the key reasons for resisting change based on the beginning phase of 
the denial stage, which emphasises the significance of the change. If it fails to sink in, 
the person will continue to act normal as if nothing has changed (Stonehouse, 2010). 
Therefore, two significant elements may contribute to an individual’s resistance 
to change: their level of understanding and their level of emotional involvement 
(Stonehouse, 2012). These two elements shape an individual’s perspective on how 
they perceive the difficulties that they face. As a change will have an immediate 
impact on a person and their surroundings, it is vital to engage them in the process 
since minor changes will have a major impact on them. Stonehouse (2010) illustrates 
the key reason for resisting change in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Key reason for resisting change by Stonehouse (2010)

METHODOLOGY

Data collection through a qualitative approach allows for the exploration of 
the informants’ responses, a deeper understanding and more information to be 
collected from the informants (Vasileiou et al., 2018). To achieve the research 
objective of the current study, in-depth and extensive feedback from primary 
sources was examined in the data collection process using a qualitative method 
via semi-structured interviews with nine expert informants. The informants had 
vast experience in dealing closely with foreign labourers in the construction 
industry. A brief screening approach was implemented by conducting screening 
questions on the randomly selected construction site professionals to eliminate 
unqualified informants (Slaton et al., 2017). As a result, the current study involved 
main contractors from Grades 7 and 6, as their companies had the capacity and 
capability to hire large numbers of foreign labourers at the operational level. The 
questions were open-ended, with appropriate follow-up questions, intending to 
elicit as much information as possible. 

Accidents and safety practices could be sensitive issues for a certain 
organisation due to their obligations to protect their reputation and status. Thus, 
the informants might be hesitant to share some technical information about their 
safety practices. Therefore, the questions were constructed without the use of any 
technical terms to prevent misunderstanding, allowing them to share information 
more sincerely. The contents of the semi-structured interviews consisted of questions 
related to the foreign labourers’ site safety practices, individual perceptions of 
safety, reasons for misbehaviour and reasons for their reluctance to practise site 
safety.
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Table 1. Personnel profiles of the study’s informants 

Informants Current Roles Contractor 
Grade

Years of 
Experiences

A Site supervisor G7 15 years

B Deputy project manager G7 17 years

C Site supervisor G7 13 years

D Site supervisor G7 16 years

E Safety site personnel G6 13 years

F Safety site personnel G7 10 years

G Site supervisor G7 9 years

H Safety site personnel G7 9 years

I Site supervisor G6 9 years

A thematic saturation approach was used in conjunction with the interviews. 
In other words, data collection would be stopped whenever theoretical saturation 
had been reached. For instance, no new data or themes are being collected, or 
the questioning procedure does not provide any new information (Vasileiou et al., 
2018). The interviews were recorded and transcribed into an in-depth discussion. 
The transcripts were sent to the informants for any additional comments and 
approval to avoid any misinterpretation of the data. After the validation from the 
informants was confirmed, all transcripts were read through for the coding process. 
The process involved grouping each piece of data, which was separated and 
coded accordingly. Further comments and ideas were written on the sides for the 
identification of possible patterns to generate appropriate categories. This was a 
method of breaking down all raw data into components and grouping them into 
related categories. They were then interpreted to make sense of the data that 
had been acquired. From the categories, the sub-factors were established. Lastly, 
the representation process was initiated by involving comprehensive writing of the 
analytical data by describing the results obtained from the interview findings. Then, 
the sub-factors found earlier were linked together to establish the main factors 
of reluctance to practise safety among foreign construction labourers at the 
operational level.

FINDINGS

Responses from informants found factors of reluctance to practise safety among 
foreign labourers. Exclusion criteria were established during the analysis process, 
where any responses related to managerial or environmental-based factors were 
excluded from the analysis to achieve the main objective of this research.
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Demographic-based Factors

The collection and analysis of broad characteristics of the foreign labourers’ 
backgrounds, which included age, cultural diversity, working experiences and 
level of education, were grouped into demographic-based factors.

Labourers’ age

There were observable differences in the level of competence through their 
seniority. The study found that younger labourers complied more easily with safety 
instructions compared to older labourers. Informants B, E, F and H suggested that 
the older labourers had low levels of work productivity as they were unable to focus 
on safety due to their slower movement compared to the younger labourers. The 
informants also agreed that older foreign labourers were unable to keep up with 
and adapt to the safety updates as their reactions were not as sharp as before. 
Besides that, Informants A, C, D, E, F and I stated that most of the older labourers 
were easily tired of practising safety as a result of overworking. A continuous work 
condition would cause physical fatigue and mental discomfort for them to apply 
safety while working.

Cultural diversity

Most of the Malaysian construction sites have labourers from developing countries 
around Southeast Asia. According to Informants A, C, D, E, F, H and I, most labourers 
had difficulties communicating with each other due to language constraints. They 
were more likely to communicate with people of their ethnicity and thus, safety 
information was unable to be disseminated widely throughout the site. Furthermore, 
Informants B, E, F and H emphasised that different ethnicities had different working 
approaches. Some of them came from a culture that did not practise safety in the 
workplace. Informants A, B, C, D, G and I stated that some of the foreign labourers 
were already accustomed to their old companies that did not practise safety in 
the first place.

Callowness 

Uneducated and unskilled labourers are characterised as callow labourers who 
require further safety induction and experience working on building projects. 
However, A, C, D, E, F and H emphasised that most newcomers did not have vast 
experience working on construction sites and were not exposed to the construction 
environment. Therefore, they were not very familiar with proper safety practices 
in the construction industry. Moreover, Informants A, C and D agreed that some 
foreign labourers did not have the opportunity to educate themselves. Labourers 
with a lack of education also disobeyed safety instructions as they could not 
comprehend the safety context at the workplace.
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Behaviour-based Factors

The behaviour-based approach focuses on the foreign labourers’ attitudes by 
addressing problems at their source rather than waiting for problems to emerge. 
These factors were perceived from the operational perspective to find out the 
actual reason for the reluctance to comply with safety-related matters.

Ignorance 

According to Informants B, G and I, some foreign labourers believed that safety 
rules were inappropriate to be practised; thus, they took them for granted. Foreign 
labourers were used to not practising safety, so they perceived safety very lightly. 
Informants A, C and D said that since the foreign labourers had not practised proper 
safety for a long time, they viewed safety as troublesome, unreasonable, trivial 
and outdated. Therefore, applying safety equipment could cause them distress 
and discomfort while working. Moreover, all informants agreed that most foreign 
labourers were too stubborn and lazy to comply with proper safety practices as 
they claimed that applying safety equipment such as a climbing safety harness was 
time-consuming. Sometimes, the labourers blamed others when they were caught 
disobeying safety instructions at the workplace, as no one had taught them to apply 
proper PPE or they expected others to do it for them. For instance, labourers did not 
install safety barriers because they relied on others to do it. According to Informants 
A, C and D, foreign labourers often disobey safety instructions and practices on 
purpose in the sense that they would not comply with safety practices if the others 
also did not comply. Meanwhile, Informants E and F encountered several cases 
involving alcohol and drug abuse. During working time, their mental health was not 
stable because of intoxication or hallucinations.

Carelessness 

The failure of foreign labourers to practise proper safety on construction sites was 
due to their negligent behaviour. All informants agreed that foreign labourers often 
gave excuses while not applying safety measures on the sites as they failed to keep 
and preserve their safety gear. The common excuses given by them were that their 
PPE was stolen, lost or misplaced, or that they simply forgot and left it at home. The 
informants added that there were times when the labourers were careless while 
working and did not properly execute tasks, thus contributing to accidents and 
near misses. Informants D, E and F stated that labourers who came in groups often 
liked to joke with their mates while working and sometimes their jokes were extreme, 
outrageous and dangerous. Horseplay behaviour was considered common within 
society, but it could be expected to cause serious harm to other people.

Oversight

According to the informants, most of the safety practices were common sense. 
However, foreign labourers forgot and overlooked proper safety practices due to 
their poor instincts and habits. Initiatives had been implemented by the management 
to enhance the foreign labourers’ safety awareness by providing further  
safety training and displaying safety instructions on site. Unfortunately, Informants  
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B, E and F emphasised that foreign labourers tended to overlook safety instructions 
due to their inability to read and understand the instructions displayed. Some of 
them did not even notice or were unaware of the safety rules and regulations on 
the sites.

Overconfidence 

Certain foreign labourers were arrogant. Informants A, C, D, E, F, H and I emphasised 
that many foreign labourers stressed that they were not involved in any accident 
while working, even without safety practices on the construction site. Moreover, 
experienced foreign labourers who did not practise proper safety believed that 
accidents and incidents would not happen to them if they were careful enough 
when working at the sites. Informants B, E and F agreed that foreign labourers 
are overconfident; thus, they did not apply safety precautions, especially while 
working at height, as they felt safe enough to work even though their workplace 
only provided them with ledges or extra working spaces. They were convinced that 
harm would not occur to them once they were comfortable and familiar with the 
work.

Misinterpretation

The informants agreed that accidents were caused by negligence. However, 
foreign labourers did not understand this concept and misinterpreted the meaning 
behind it. Informants B, E, F and H said that labourers often perceived safety as non-
returning profit, which would not give them any benefit. They measured their lives 
by the value of money so they were unwilling to spend their resources or invest their 
money on safety equipment. All informants agreed that the majority of the foreign 
labourers perceived work progress as much more important than safety. They 
chased after project progress and finished the work before the deadline, especially 
the work on a “finish and go” basis. Even though the task needs to be completed 
within the time frame, most of the informants agreed that foreign labourers rushed 
around in the workplace, increasing the likelihood of incidents, accidents or near 
misses.

Table 2. Factors of reluctances in practising safety among foreign labourers at the 
operational level

Informants Codes Sub-Factors Factors
B, E, F and H Their movement starts to slow down 

and their reactions are not as sharp 
as before

Oldness Age

A, C, D, E, F 
and I

Tired to apply safety due to being 
overworked

Fatigue

A, C, D, E, F, H 
and I

The labourer has difficulties 
communicating with different 
ethnic

Language 
difference

Cultural diversity

(Continued on next page)
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Table 2. Continued 

Informants Codes Sub-Factors Factors
B, E, F and H Different ethnicities practise 

different working styles 
Different 
norms

A, B, C, D, G 
and I

Already accustomed to old 
companies that do not follow safety

B, E, F and H Being with a culture where the 
workers do not practice safety

A, C, D, E, F 
and H

They were not working and were 
exposed to the construction 
environment

Inexperience Callowness

A, C and D They do not have the opportunity  
to educate themselves

Low level of 
education

B, G and I Believe that the rules are 
inappropriate to be practised in  
the workplace

Witlessness Ignorance

All Perceive safety very lightly

All They used to not practice safety

A, C, D, E, F 
and H

Not comfortable wearing PPE

A, C and D Believe that the rules are 
troublesome and outdated

A, C, D, E, F, G, H 
and I

Did not follow safety on purpose Laziness and 
stubborn

A, C, D, E, F 
and I

Applying a safety harness is time-
consuming

All The labourers themselves are 
stubborn

A, C and D The labourers expect others to do  
it for them

Relying on 
others

A, C, D, E, F, H 
and I

Nobody teaches how to use PPE

A, C and D They will not obey if others do not

E and F Sometimes they get drunk while 
working

Drunkenness

All Left PPE at home Fails and 
forgot to 
apply safety

Carelessness

All Misplace their PPE somewhere

All PPE being stolen

All Careless while working

D, E and F They like to joke with friends at work Horseplay

(Continued on next page)
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Informants Codes Sub-Factors Factors
B, E and F Labourers overlook the safety rules Overlooked 

the safety 
instructions

Oversight

A, C, D, E, F, H 
and I

Labourers did not notice the safety 
rules

A, C, D, E, F, H 
and I

So far, I have never had an 
accident

Arrogant Overconfident

A, C, D, E, F, H 
and I

Believe accidents will not occur to 
them

B, E and F Feel safe because the structure has 
a ledge

B, E, F and H Perceived safety as non-returning 
profit or benefit

Measure life 
by the value 
of money

Misjudgement

All Labourers do not have money to 
spend on safety

All Labourers tend to chase for 
progress

Safety 
prioritisation

DISCUSSION

Demographic-based Factors

The age of labourers was the human factor affecting construction safety and 
productivity in the workplace (Alaghbari, Al-Sakkaf and Sultan, 2019). As labourers 
grow older, their movements start to slow down and their reactions are not as sharp 
as before. People tend to adjust to their continually changing abilities as ageing 
is a slow process (Momade et al., 2020). This means that while people undertake 
similar tasks as they did when they were younger, they will most likely perform 
them differently as they age. The informants also stated that most of the foreign 
labourers do not like to practise safety as they are used to the culture without 
safety practices back in their country. Furthermore, construction foreign labourers 
are prone to tiredness due to high workloads, uncomfortable work postures and 
extended working hours, which is believed to have a detrimental influence on 
the labourers’ safety performance in the workplace (Fang et al., 2018). Tiredness 
involving physical and mental fatigue can lead to poor quality of work, a reduction 
in productivity and higher chances of accidents on the construction site (Aryal, 
Ghahramani and Becerik-Gerber, 2017). 

One of the critical factors contributing to the unwillingness of foreign labourers 
to practise safety was the labourer’s background. Cultural diversity transpires when 
there are differences in ethnicity, race, language, religion, nationality and sexual 
orientation within a community (Martin, 2014). Surprisingly, labourers’ cultural 
background might have a significant impact on their safety perception (Ricci et al., 
2021). Hence, their habits of safety non-compliance have become the norm and 
difficult to change, yet it is not always impossible. For instance, foreign labourers 
were driven by the bad habits that were practised in their origin country, as they 

Table 2. Continued
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assumed that the same practices could be adopted in the current workplace 
(Jaafar et al., 2018). Furthermore, effective and healthy communication between 
labourers requires disputes, discussions and debates (Vecchio-Sadus, 2007). 
However, language barriers and construction labourers’ demographics have been 
demonstrated to influence safety communication in the construction organisation, 
which is one of the biggest factors in safety non-compliance and workplace injuries 
(Moyce and Schenker, 2018).

Uneducated and untrained labourers could be stipulated as callow 
labourers who needed a little more safety training and basic experience working 
on the construction sites. Besides that, the experience of the labourers is highly 
dependent on the total number of man hours and training that they have 
undertaken (Hamid, Majid and Singh, 2008). Hence, the insufficient experience of 
the labourers will also lead to their unwillingness to practise safety at construction 
sites. Furthermore, labourers with less experience in managing safety would 
contribute to low productivity while performing the work (Alaghbari, Al-Sakkaf and 
Sultan, 2019). Moreover, the number of occupational accidents on the site is higher 
among construction labourers with low levels of safety education and inadequate 
language abilities (Moyce and Schenker, 2018). Therefore, they refuse to comply 
with safety procedures as they fail to understand the importance and impact of 
safety education and safety compliance in the workplace (Hargreaves et al., 2019).

Behaviour-based Factors

The ignorant behaviours among foreign labourers were due to their lack of 
experience working in a safe environment or with people who practised proper 
safety. Inexperienced labourers who are reluctant to practise safety will contribute 
to increased accident and injury rates (Dennerlein et al., 2020). Most foreign 
labourers were used to non-safety culture practices back in their country, as they 
consider the proper safety practices to be troublesome, unreasonable, impractical 
and outdated. Responses from the informants emphasised that the foreign labourers 
often disobeyed safety practices on purpose due to their stubborn attitudes, as 
they would not comply with safety instructions when others did not comply. Foreign 
labourers behave in such a way due to less exposure to proper safety practices and 
their poor behaviour (Hasmori, Akhir and Said, 2020). The main factors contributing 
to safety non-compliance and unsafe behaviour are individual factors, including 
ignorance of safety practices, inability to comply with safety measures and failure 
to apply proper PPE (Zerguine, Jalaludin and Tamrin, 2016). Construction labourers 
are reluctant to comply with safety matters and refuse to apply PPE because of 
their poor habits and alcohol intake during working hours (Laryea, 2010). Thus, these 
will prevent the labourers from developing any safety coping skills and may cause 
further threats and violence in the workplace (Heiskanen, 2007).

Data shows that most of the foreign labourers failed to apply safety 
precautions on the site due to their carelessness and negligence. Common 
excuses given by the labourers for not wearing their safety equipment onsite were 
due to them being lost, misplaced or stolen. In addition, there were times when 
they were careless while working by not properly executing the task. Other factors 
contributing to construction accidents were the labourers’ poor safety judgement 
or carelessness in applying safety precautions (Ahmed, Sobuz and Haque, 2018). 
Foreign labourers often create an unsafe working environment in which they 
impatiently and carelessly perform their tasks and ignore safety standards (Ahmed, 
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Sobuz and Haque, 2018). A major factor that contributes to safety non-compliance 
among labourers on construction sites is the labourers’ behaviours, such as not 
using PPE, horseplay, negligence and failure to identify the cause of the accident 
(Williams, Hamid and Misnan, 2018). Horseplay behaviour is rough play or pranks 
that include physical contact, playing around, foolish actions and social pressure 
to participate in unsafe acts that usually start with harmless intentions (Iacuone, 
2005).

Foreign labourers tend to overlook safety instructions due to their inability 
to read and comprehend the instructions displayed. Some of them do not even 
notice or are unaware of the safety signs in the workplace. Being sensitive and 
alert to health and safety practices would change the labourers’ fate on the 
construction site, as actions of overlooking and misjudging safety precautions 
should not be an excuse. Interaction and intervention activities should be the 
norm at the construction site so that the labourers will not overlook health and 
safety matters while conveying effective safety information deliberately (Ajslev et 
al., 2020). Foreign labourers who have been working for a long time believe that 
accidents and injuries will not occur to them. The labourers are often unaware of 
their shortcomings, overconfident in their skills in working at height and overestimate 
their abilities while executing the job (Johanson, 2021). This phenomenon is called 
the Dunning-Kruger Effect, whereby labourers often believe that they are more 
capable than they are (Johanson, 2021). Foreign labourers who are overconfident 
in their capabilities are often willing to take risks but are unaware of the shortcomings 
that may befall them (Pinos et al., 2021). 

This study reveals that foreign labourers often misinterpret the importance of 
health and safety matters, as they frequently perceive safety as a non-returning 
profit or benefit to them. Foreign labourers do not perceive safety as an important 
issue, as they often chase project progress and disregard the value of their own 
lives (Keng and Razak, 2014). Moreover, they are unable to assess the importance 
of safety as they are unwilling to invest their money in safety needs. Safety should 
be a priority, even though foreign labourers are facing challenging times and 
pressures in completing the project within the time frame (Zulkeflee et al., 2022a). 
Foreign labourers tend to ignore safety matters as they impatiently carry out their 
work if they are paid based on the “finish and go” system (Ahmed, Sobuz and 
Haque, 2018). 

Relationship with the Existing Model

The factors identified from the study’s findings were similar to the model by 
Stonehouse (2010) (as shown in Figure 3). Some patterns have precise meanings 
with the model components and they have been linked to extending the model 
according to the suitability of this study. The demographic-based factors are 
stipulated as constant components since they are unaffected by the level of 
emotional and political involvement. For instance, the level of emotional and 
political involvement will not affect one’s ageing and will not change one’s culture 
or ethnicity. Moreover, changes in emotional level will not affect the reality that 
they are an inexperienced and uneducated person. However, multilevel cultures 
within the organisation with various demographic backgrounds have a significant 
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effect on their beliefs, values and attitudes as they determine the character or 
behaviour of a group of individuals (Reason, 2016; Cooper, 2002; Zulkeflee et al., 
2023).

Figure 3. Key factors of foreign labour resisting change from operation perception 
extended model based on Stonehouse’s (2010) Resisting of Change Model

CONCLUSION

Accidents, incidents and near misses often occur at construction sites due to the 
reluctance of foreign labourers at the operational level to practice proper safety. 
Therefore, factors of reluctance to practise safety among foreign labourers were 
identified in this research. Based on the Resisting of Change Model, the factors 
resemble the original components of the model. Foreign labourers who perceive 
safety as troublesome, unreasonable, impractical and outdated are considered 
stubborn, which would trigger ignorant behaviour. Foreign labourers are also 
unaware of their inadequacies and overconfidence in their working-at-height skills 
and often overestimate their abilities while executing the job. Hence, they fail to 
apply safety precautions and are unable to comply with safety matters, which 
leads to negligence and carelessness. Furthermore, foreign labourers tend to 
overlook safety precautions as they are often unaware of their surroundings and 
safety instructions on the construction sites. Moreover, foreign labourers believe 
that they are always under time pressure and have no time to comply with safety 



 Foreign Labours’ Safety Non-Compliance Behaviours

PENERBIT UNIVERSITI SAINS MALAYSIA/37

precautions to chase project progress. Inevitably, their misinterpretation of safety 
will taunt them if they perceive safety as a non-returning profit and rather measure 
their lives by the value of money. 

RECOMMENDATIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

To enhance the robustness of the research and its generalisability, it may be 
beneficial to consider a larger sample size or incorporate other research methods 
for a more comprehensive understanding of the topic. This study suggests that 
the data will be more accurate if the interviews can be conducted from the 
perspective of foreign construction labourers to unravel the actual reasons for 
reluctance to practise safety on construction sites. Moreover, the theory of Planned 
Behaviour seems appropriate to be used to explain and predict all behaviours over 
which workers can exert self-control. Moreover, this study has the potential to assist 
construction firms in fostering a safety-conscious culture and adherence to safety 
regulations, offering a set of guidelines and best practices to ensure labourers 
comply with safety measures and create a secure work environment for their 
employees.
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