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ABSTRACT

Family is a major agent for change, regardless of whether the focus is on disease management,
educational success, or safety in the workplace. The current study aims to examine beliefs about
worker safety from the perspective of family members of small-scale Latino construction workers and
provide insight into issues of promoting safety in the workplace and beliefs about responsibility as it
relates to accidents and injuries that occur on the job.

Qualitative semi-structured interviews were conducted with 18 family members of small-scale Latino
construction workers in the framing and roofing trades. The 60-90 minute interviews were audio-
recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed for dominant themes.

Preliminary data finds that family members are aware of the dangers that the Latino construction
workers face. Interviews suggest that family members (largely spouses) acknowledge that family
members are to varying degrees familiar with unsafe behaviors exhibited on the worksite. In regards
to family members' involvement in encouraging worker safety, family members communicate
messaging about safety to workers in both passive ways and methods that involve "thinking about
family."

The generalizability of study findings is unknown because the data are from a small, regional sample
of contractors and workers in two trades of small-residential construction.

Understanding the perspectives of family members of small-scale Latino construction workers
regarding safety behavior and responsibility is a novel approach to creating worker education
programs that have the potential to be more effective than traditional worker/contractor only
programs.

An opportunity exists for family members to become more actively involved in promoting safety
practices of the worker. The inclusion of family members in small-scale residential construction safety
programming may significantly reduce serious injury in the workplace.

Keywords: accident, family members, immigrant Latino workers, qualitative research, safety, small-
scale residential construction.

INTRODUCTION

Immigrant Latino workers experience substantial injury disparities in the construction industry.
Fatality risk is 40-80% higher among Latino workers than non-Latino construction workers (Dong &
Platner, 2004); injury risk is 30% higher among Latino construction workers (Dong et al., 2010a).
Injury rates among construction workers are likely underestimated, especially among immigrant
workers (Dong et al., 2010b; Schoenfisch et al., 2010) who view risk as part of the job (Brunette,
2004; Lipscomb et al., 2005).

Family members of construction workers have historically been overlooked in safety strategies
targeting Latino construction workers. Workers’ family members (e.g., spouse, parent, aunt/uncle)
may play a critical role in encouraging their loved one to be safe. Familismo or the strong sense of
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responsibility for, and loyalty to, family (Cauce et al., 2000) is a cultural value for Latinos. Family is a
major agent for change, regardless of whether the focus is on disease management, educational
success, or safety in the workplace. The current study aims to examine beliefs about worker safety
from the perspective of family members of small-scale Latino construction workers and provide
insight into issues of promoting safety in the workplace and beliefs about responsibility as it relates
to accidents and injuries that occur on the job. Small-scale construction is defined in this study as
construction crews that consist of 6 or fewer workers.

This study will examine whether families are aware of the dangers faced by their construction
worker family member. If family members are aware of the dangers of the work of their loved one,
family members could become a strong ally in encouraging safe behavior on the jobsite.
Additionally, this study will examine family members’ perspectives of whether they currently
promote safety of their construction worker family member and whether they feel they have the
ability to promote safety of their family member in small-scale construction. Understanding the
perspectives of family members of small-scale Latino construction workers regarding safety
behavior and responsibility is a novel approach to creating worker education programs that have
the potential to be more effective than traditional worker/contractor only programs.

Rauscher (2012) explored the role that the social context of the workplace may have on the safety
practices of young construction workers, specifically whether construction firm size and the
composition of individuals working in the construction firm (working in a firm owned by a family
member or one in which a family member also works). This study yielded findings that indicate family
member presence on the worksite may play a protective factor in construction worker safety. The
current study builds on this literature to further examine the social ecological influence of family
members of Latino construction workers and their subsequent safety behaviors. The social ecological
model (Brofenbrenner, 1977) recognizes the multiple levels of influence that guide the behavior of
individuals. Those levels of behavior include public policy, community, organizational, interpersonal,
and individual. The current study focuses on the interpersonal level of influence, specifically, the
construction worker’s family. At the interpersonal level, family members can have regular talks with
their construction worker family member about the dangers of construction work, but more
specifically communicate effective messages that will allow them to enhance safety behaviors of their
construction worker family member.

METHOD & MATERIALS
Study Design

This research is part of jPonte Listo!, a study of occupational safety among immigrant Latino workers
in the small-scale segment of the residential construction industry being carried out in Tulsa County,
OK. jPonte Listo! uses a sequential mixed-method design with two primary components. The first
component is formative in nature and involved the collection of qualitative data through in-depth
personal interviews with family members (primarily spouses) of Latino construction workers . The
second component is forthcoming and will involve testing of a randomized-controlled trial of
intervention materials developed based on knowledge gained from the first component. The data for
this analysis are from the qualitative component of the project.

Recruitment and Sample

We recruited one family member of 18 Latino construction workers. Inclusion criteria for participants
in this study included: (1) being a first-degree relative (i.e., spouse, sibling, parent) of an immigrant
Latino construction worker; (2) the construction worker labors primarily in residential construction as
a framer, general laborer, or roofer; and (3) the construction worker has labored for at least 6 months
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in the past 2 years in residential construction. The vast majority of family member interviews were
with a spouse (17 of the 18 interviews). The research team has a 50-year collective history of working
with the immigrant Latino population, and a 25-year presence in the local community. Recruitment
was therefore facilitated by a large network of relationships with organizations and agencies serving
the immigrant Latino community. All potential participants were referred to study staff by individuals
in this network of community contacts. Study participants were recruited by trained bi-lingual study
staff.

Data Collection

Data were collected from December 2019 through July 2020, by two trained interviewers.
Interviewers met participants at locations of the participants’ choosing, usually their homes, explained
the project, and obtained signed informed consent. Data collection did span the COVID-19 pandemic,
resulting in 10 interviews that we conducted in an in-person, face-to-face environment, and the
remaining 8 interviews were conducted through Zoom. Participants received a $25 incentive at the
end of the interview. All procedures were approved by an Institutional Review Board. Digitally
recorded interviews ranged in length from about one to three hours.

Interview Content

The goal of the qualitative component was to build an understanding of the knowledge and beliefs
surrounding occupational safety and injury held by family members of Latino construction workers.
Interviews began with basic information about the participant. Then the interview moved into
questions to probe basic beliefs about job hazards (something that has the potential to cause harm),
risks (likelihood of harm taking place, based on exposure to a particular hazard) confronted by
workers, and the perceived causes of common injuries experienced by construction workers including
falls from heights, strains, and injuries from equipment.

Analyses

All interviews were digitally recorded. The 18 family member interviews were transcribed verbatim in
Spanish, and then translated into English by a professional transcription service. All investigators
reviewed each of these transcripts and determined that theoretical saturation had been reached. All
the translated transcripts and case summaries were uploaded into NVivo 12 (Version 12 QSR
International Pty Ltd. NVIVO qualitative data analyses software, 2018) for data management, coding,
and to facilitate analysis. A coding dictionary was constructed based on a-priori content underlying
the construction of the interview guide (e.g., controllability of injury, beliefs about safety) as well as
new ideas that emerged from immersion into the data. Two team members independently coded
each transcript and case summary. The vast majority of codes had excellent inter-rater reliability
(Kappa ranged from 0.8 to 1.0). Some of the codes had poorer inter-rater reliability, but coding
agreement was achieved through consensus.

RESULTS
Participant Characteristics

The current study included 18 family members of immigrant Latino construction workers. All
participants were female and all, but one participant was married. The average age of study
participants was 35.83. In addition, the average number of years study participants have lived in the
United States was 17.11 years. Table 1 shows complete demographic information for the study
sample.
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Table 1. Demographic information for study sample.

Family members of Immigrant Latino construction workers

Interview # Age Years in the Gender Marital Status Years of
United States Education

1 28 2 F Single Universidad
2 24 8 F Married 10th grade
3 50 23 F Married 8th grade
4 34 -- F Married 9th grade
5 61 30 F Married -
6 32 32 F Married High School
7 30 11 F Married 7th grade
8 21 4 F Married 9th grade
9 31 13 F Married High School
10 31 30 F Married 10th grade
11 29 12 F Married 11th grade
12 38 F Married Universidad
13 28 7 F Married Universidad
14 33 24 F Married GED
15 44 30 F Married 11th grade
16 46 22 F Married High school
17 44 21 F Married GED
18 41 14 F Married 9th grade

The current study aims to examine beliefs about worker safety from the perspective of family
members of small-scale Latino construction workers and provide insight into issues of promoting
safety in the workplace. Analyses of interviews of family members of immigrant Latino small-scale
construction workers yielded two primary themes. The first theme that emerged was the perceived
risk of the dangers of construction work by family members. Within this larger theme, a sub-theme
emerged that provided specifics related to family members’ knowledge of unsafe behavior of workers.
The second theme that emerged in the study findings focused on family members’ actions to promote
the safety of their construction worker family member.

Theme 1: Perceived risk of the dangers of construction work by family members

In general, many family members of small-scale immigrant Latino construction workers believe the
work their family member engages in is a dangerous and risky occupation. Family members largely
form this opinion based on things their construction worker family member have told them about
their job. One family member commented:

I think, it’s (construction job) also dangerous because several accidents have happened. My

husband told me the other day that somebody’s machine turned over while it was being
operated. | got very worried because he works there.
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In addition, a few family members perceive the construction occupation as dangerous because they
have been to their family member’s worksite. One spouse stated,

Well, I've been to his worksite, and he’s told me about it. | know it’s a job full of risks. It’s
dangerous.

Yet another spouse who indicated that they work with their husband on the construction crew
commented:

| work with him - taking him water and all the supplies he might need. When the house is
very steep, for example, a 12 or a 16, his job is dangerous. On those houses, they have to
wear a harness. They also have to wear a harness when they work on a two-story house.

While family members overwhelming felt the construction occupation was dangerous, we were
interested to further examine the degree to which family members had knowledge of specific dangers
or hazards on the jobsite and/or unsafe behaviors by their family member or other workers in the
crew.

Sub-theme A: Family members’ knowledge of unsafe behavior of workers and the workplace

Results indicated that many family members are familiar with the unsafe behaviors or workers and
the work environment. As one family member of a construction worker commented:

The scaffolding is not well-made. Due to the scaffolding not being right, he had the accident |
mentioned to you earlier. It wasn’t set up right on the ground. He also says the electric cords
are broken, sometimes, and they can be electrocuted by them, or the nail guns can put a nail
in your hands or legs. | mean, he’s always at risk.

Another family member admitted that they were aware of the unsafe behaviors that are exhibited on
the work site by their family member employed in construction:

The workplace is unsafe. They don’t wear helmets. At least, | know my nephew doesn’t wear
a helmet. They don’t use a harness. They don’t wear goggles to protect their eyes.

Some family members expressed a greater understanding of the array of dangers present to workers
on the job site. For most respondents, they indicated the lack of PPE use among many of their family
members as well as the great heights that workers must work from frequently. As one family member
commented:

There are a lot of things they’re exposed to at work. Not only the weather, but to other things,
such as, picking up the trash, or having a roof tile bundle fall down and hit them on the ground.
Or they can step on a nail and get injured. There are some materials they put on the roof
corners that are very sharp. And if they don’t wear gloves, they can cut their hands. But, more
than anything, it’s the heights because, sometimes, they don’t wear any kind of protective
equipment.

Theme 2: Family members’ actions to promote the safety of their construction worker family
member

The analyses of interviews yielded differing views relative to the responsibility and/or the actions of
family members that may promote the safety of their construction worker family member. The
interviews with family members yielded four distinct findings.
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Sub-theme A: Family members do not perceive themselves as the primary change agents for
promoting safety behavior among workers

Some participants spoke about the lack of impact they have on influencing the safety behaviors of
their family member. One family member commented,

Well, | don’t think family members can help. The only thing they can do is to tell them to be
careful because they’re not at the worksite. So, | repeat, the only person who can do something
is the crew leader. |, as a family member, can tell my husband to be careful.

The family member in this case is making the point that in order for someone to be impactful with
promoting the safety behavior of a worker, the person must be present on the job site to do so. In
fact, the family member goes on to mention that the crew leader is the only person that can make
sure workers are working safe on the job. Another family member reiterated the importance of the
“boss” in ensuring worker safety:

We have to tell them (workers) to stop pressuring themselves so much. We have to tell them
that they should work hard, but they shouldn’t do everything to please the boss.

Family members were also asked about substance use on the job and again the emphasis by one family
member was on the crew leader as the person responsible for promoting safety on the job site:

Well, the only thing family members could do is tell them not to drink on the job. The only
person who can do something about it is the crew leader. He’s the one who has to say, “I
don’t want you drinking on the job.”

Sub-theme B: Passive approach related to promoting worker safety

In many instances throughout the interviews with family members, there was a strong sense of
passiveness in their approach to promoting safety behaviors to their construction worker family
member. A few family members reported that they never talk to their construction worker family
member about their job, while many other family members in regards to safety messaging, simply
convey passive messages. One family member commented:

I just tell him to be alert and to take care of himself. And he responds, “I’ll do that.

Another family member relays a similar type of message to their construction worker spouse on a
daily basis:

I tell him to be careful at work. There are a lot of things they’re exposed to at work.
Yet another family member comment provides another illustration of a message being conveyed to a
worker that focuses on “being safe”, but not providing any specific information to the worker in which
how to do so:

Well, we’re in a world where we don’t know what is going to happen. So, I try to tell him to

take care of himself because something might happen at any moment. We never know what

might happen.

Sub-theme C: Action approach related to promoting worker safety
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Several family members who were interviewed were more active in their pursuits to ensure that their
construction worker family members were being safe at work. One family relative commented:

I tell him every day, to be careful and not spend too much time on the phone, and that he
needs to be careful about what he’s doing. Because you know that young people get
distracted by the phone.

In this instance, the family member provided more specific direction to the worker in the form of being
specific about what they should or should not do (spend too much time on phone) and provided a
justification as to the harm in being on a phone too much during work. Family members in other
instances talked about ways that they promote safety among their construction worker family
members, which include both actions done by family members that indirectly can lead to greater
worker safety without the need to be on the worksite.

I tell him he should go to bed early. If | see it’s 11 p.m., and he’s awake, | tell him to go to
sleep because he has to go to work the next day. But my duty is to tell him to go to bed and
rest. In the morning, | get up early to make him breakfast so he can go to work well fed. |
don’t want him to fall because he didn’t eat.

Throughout the interviews, few family members reported that they were aggressive in making sure
their construction worker relative was planning to use or was prepared to use proper PPE while at
work. However, one spouse shared her experience related to her actions in promoting safety
practices:

I always make sure my husband puts his harness, and helmet in his truck. Before he goes to
work, | always ask him, “Are you taking all your tools and safety equipment?

Sub-theme D: “Think about your Family”

In regards to the communication that takes place between family members and their construction
worker relative, family members frequently direct their worker family member to “imagine” what
would happen if they were to get injured or die on the job. Specifically, the emphasis is to think about
other family members that would be impacted by their injury/death as a result of not working safely.

I tell him, since | don’t work, “Imagine what could happen to us if we didn’t have you. If you
don’t support us, how are we are going to be able to survive? How are we going to pay for
the house?” And not only us, but my mother and his mother are in Honduras. It’s going to
hurt them if something happens to him.

Another family member said the following:
Well, what | do is make him think about his family. | tell him about what would happen to us
if something happened to him. I’d find a job, but, as you know, women are paid less than
men. So, | let him know he needs to take precautions on the job because it’s very dangerous.
In addition to the focus on family members instructing workers to think about their family when
engaging in their work, one spouse mentioned the following as a method of promoting safety

behaviors:

I’d make his children talk to him because his children are the reason he gets up every
morning to go to work.
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DISCUSSION

The current study examined the broader issue of Latino construction worker safety by focusing on an
extremely understudied population (family members of construction workers), in order to understand
perspectives of construction worker safety and ultimately gauge the potential of family members as
critical agents to promote greater safety behaviors through effective messaging and communication
with their family member.

An opportunity exists for family members to become more actively involved in promoting safety
practices of the worker. The inclusion of family members in small-scale residential construction safety
programming may significantly reduce serious injury in the workplace. The results of this study
provide information related to family members’ knowledge of construction worker safety and safety
practices on the worksite. Specifically, results of this study show that most family members perceive
their family member’s construction job as dangerous and/risky. In addition, most family members are
aware of the unsafe behaviors that are exhibited on the worksite by their construction worker family
members and/or crewmates. The awareness of the unsafe behaviors on the worksite are
predominately as a result of information they have received from their construction worker family
member related to their prior injuries suffered on the job or stories they have heard about other
construction workers being injured on the job. To a lesser degree, family members views of unsafe
behaviors on the worksite is a result of having any prior experience with being physically present on
the worksite. Data further suggests that family members (largely spouses) acknowledge that workers
do not take the necessary safety precautions such as wearing hard hats, safety glasses, or harnesses.

This study also provides valuable information related to family members’ approach in promoting
safety behaviors among their construction worker family members. It provided information as to
whether or not, to what degree, and what method family members of construction workers promote
safety practices. Many family members provide messaging to their construction worker family
member in the form of “passive” messaging, which largely includes statements such as, “be careful”
or “stay safe”. These messages do not provide specific actions. These types of messages may not carry
the same impact as other messages in promoting and encouraging safer practices on the job. Some
family member participants do report using messaging that encourages their family member worker
to “think about” their family members, specifically their children when they are working. This
approach challenges the worker to think about the long-term consequences of their potential unsafe
working practices. Family members of construction workers have historically been overlooked in
safety strategies targeting Latino construction workers. Results of this study lend support to the notion
that workers’ family members (e.g., spouse, parent, aunt/uncle) may play a critical role in encouraging
their loved one to be safe and the importance of Familismo or the strong sense of responsibility for,
and loyalty to, family (Cauce et al., 2000) in influencing the safety behaviors of Latino construction
workers.

The interpersonal level of the social ecological theory as it relates to promoting worker safety among
Latino construction workers consists of family members, friends, and co-workers. The current study
focused specifically on family members’ as possible influencers of safety behavior by construction
workers. Results indicate that most family members of Latino construction workers provide some level
of safety messaging to the worker, whether passive (“Be careful”) or strategies asking the worker to
“think” or “imagine” what life would be like if they were severely injured or died on the job, thus
providing support for the importance of the interpersonal (family) dimension of the social ecological
framework and the potential for producing change in the safety behaviors of small-scale Latino
construction workers.
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Results from this study come from interviews from 18 family members of Latino construction workers.
Specifically, this data was collected from family members whose family member worked in small-scale
construction (crews that consist of 6 or fewer workers), thus we caution that the results from this
study may not be generalizable to family members of Latino construction workers who are part of
larger working crews.

Future directions for this work include providing interpersonal strategies/training to family members
of Latino small-scale construction crews so they can engage in conversations with their spouse/family
member that will allow them to provide more specific safety messaging to their family member.
Instead of simply telling them “to be careful”, it may be more effective for family members to provide
more specific and direct messaging such as, “be sure that you will drink lots of water today and not
get on ladders that are not tied off.” Those are specific behaviors that may allow the worker to think
conscientiously about during their work day.
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