
 
The Impact of Stress on Construction Workers’ Compliance to Safety Practices 

 

There a number of factors that can impact workers’ safe behaviours on site, which cannot 

always be controlled by the company’s safety policies, rules and regulations. One theory 

(called the Conservation of Resources Theory) suggests that employees have a limited 

number of resources to perform safely, which can include energy, time and social support. 

When employees have high job demands, their resources are reduced, so to avoid feeling 

stressed or burnt out, they protect their resources by putting less efforts towards their safety 

behaviours. So instead of abiding to all of the rules and what they learned on their training, 

employees may cut corners to save time or energy, which then puts themselves at risk to 

accidents. This study with TARMAC showed that this was indeed the case, that when 

individuals were stressed, they were less likely to perform safely. The implications of this is 

that organisations should provide workers with enough resources, so they are comfortable to 

work as safely as possible. This could be giving them sufficient time to complete tasks, limit 

the number of demands and tasks they must complete in a certain time, to provide sufficient 

equipment and to provide social or leadership support. It may also be useful to encourage 

workers to openly communicate with their supervisors when they are stressed, as well as the 

reasons behind the stress, so a plan can be developed between the supervisor and the worker 

to reduce the pressure. Such actions may well prevent an accident. 

 

 It may also be the case that some individuals are more likely than others to cut corners and 

perform lower quality safety practices, depending on their personality. This study with 

TARMAC found that individuals who are conscientious (people with a natural tendency to 

pay attention to detail, to be persistent and avoid risks) perform safer than those who do not 

have this personality. The theory behind this result is that conscientious employees find 

concentrating on safety practices less effortful, and they may naturally perform safely as they 

do not want to put themselves in danger. Additionally, it was found that conscientious 

employees behaved safer than those who were not conscientious, regardless of whether they 

were stressed or not. In other words, a stressed conscientious employee would still perform 

safely. Implications of this result is that TARMAC may consider hiring workers who are 

conscientious, which can be assessed by getting applicants to complete personality scales 

before they are hired. 

 



 
However, the study did have a few limitations, for example the number of workers who 

participated was quite small, and the workers filled in the survey themselves, so it would be 

difficult to establish how honestly they answered the questions. The sample was big enough 

to establish the links between stress, conscientiousness and safety compliance, however it 

was not large enough to assess the impact of other factors such as safety climate. An idea for 

future research is to look at how effective safety climate is at encouraging safe behaviour, 

with a larger number of participants. It would also be useful to look at all of the relationships 

again, but take into account the perspective of supervisors and colleagues. 
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