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Management of On-site Working Relationships
It has become almost a cliché to say ‘People are the most valuable resource’.  However, 

nothing happens on site unless the right people are available and are performing their required 
roles.  For example, a grader is not much more than a large piece of metal unless it has a skilled 
operator who is able to make it work.  One important difference between the grader and its 
operator is that the capabilities of the human resource are not fi xed, but can be improved 
through training and experience over a period of time.

On a construction site, the most important objective is to get people to co-operate and to 
work together as a team so that the job may be constructed to the required standards by the 
most economical means.

This can only be achieved when the working relationships between people are a good as can 
be.  In most cases, this means someone (usually a supervisor) needs to work hard at promoting 
harmonious working relations within the team.

This is more important than it may seem at fi rst glance.  Many of the conditions of the job 
are controllable (e.g. pay or hours of work); however, it is often intangible or ‘hard to measure’ 
factors that tip the balance of perceptions about the workplace.  In the end, people will only 
stay while they believe that the advantages of the job outweigh the disadvantages.
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Often, the factors that tip the balance of perceptions about the job away from ‘favourable’ 
towards “less favourable or even ‘unacceptable’ are about human relations.  For example:

• “I don’t like the way the boss talks to people around here”.

• “The men on this job are always giving the women the put-down”.

• “The argument between the boss and his son is affecting the harmony of this 
workplace.”

• “Jack Bloggs is always making mistakes and his work affects everyone, but he’s a 
law unto himself ”.

The desirable condition on a construction site is to have people who:

• are co-operative and effi cient

• will stay with the job regardless of disadvantages (such as isolation, hard 
working and living conditions, fi xed rates of pay)

• are prepared to work.

People will take a job if they need the money, but they will only put real effort into the job if 
they want to.  When people feel less satisfi ed with their work, their productivity drops (at best) 
or they may leave (at worst).  Each time a person leaves through dissatisfaction, the costs can 
be high in terms of lost knowledge and experience, and in terms of fi nding a replacement.

For example, if a member of staff must be replaced and recruitment processes are involved, 
the costs could include:

• drawing up selection criteria

• advertising through appropriate media

• handling enquiries from potential applicants

• handling applications

• reading responses to selection criteria and narrowing down the list of applicants

• setting aside time for interviews

• conducting interviews

• selecting the fi nal candidate

• relocating the candidate to the job site

• the cost of repeating the whole process if the person turns out to be 
unsatisfactory.

It is therefore important to take all reasonable steps to retain people.  Assuming all other 
conditions of the job are satisfactory, the factor that makes the difference is the quality of 
human relations on the job.  The benefi ts of good interpersonal relations can include:

• Increased production and improved work quality

• Less waste of time, effort, materials and money

• Decreased time off (e.g. sickies)

• Fewer accidents (i.e. saving the costs of injury to people and loss of, or damage 
to equipment)
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• Less wasted time and less trouble for the job supervisor.

Because people are the most valuable resource on the job, the skills needed to maintain good 
interpersonal relationships are critical.

Relationships between Individuals on the Job
Human relations on the job may be at the level of supervisor to subordinate, or between 

people who are at approximately the same level in the company structure.

On a construction job, there are relationships within the team (e.g. leading hand and 
worker) and relationships between various people at supervisory levels, such as:

• between leading hand and foreperson

• between foreperson and job supervisor

• between job supervisor and project manager.

Regardless of the level at which an interaction occurs, relationships on the job are all about 
people, their needs and wants, their motivations (i.e. will to work), their morale (the way they 
feel about the job) and their attitudes and behaviour one to another.

World wide research into people and their jobs has led to the following summary of the 
things that annoy or satisfy people in the workplace.

The factors that people perceive as 
leading to satisfaction

The things with which people are 
dissatisfi ed

Work itself (i.e. to be kept busy doing 
something worthwhile)

Policy and administration (i.e. what they see as 
limitations on what they are allowed to do)

Achievement (seeing and feeling what they are 
doing is worthwhile)

Working conditions (e.g. inadequate drinking 
water on a hot day)

Recognition (as a person, and of one’s 
capabilities).

Pay (in relation to personal needs and 
compared with other people’s pay)

Responsibility (i.e. trusted to do the job 
without undue interference)

Status (how they feel other people see and 
treat them)

Advancement (the opportunity to advance 
towards satisfying personal needs)

Job security (continuity of work)

Growth (the capacity to meet personal needs 
and wants).

Relationships (lack of acceptance by the boss 
or the work group).

Personal (home, social etc.).
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The important thing about these conclusions is that they apply to most people on the job, 
regardless of their background or past experience.  You can test the reality of these conclusions 
by measuring your own reactions to them in connection with your own job.

The challenge for people who supervise others— at whatever level in the organisation— is 
to emphasise and build on the factors that people perceive as leading to satisfaction, and to 
minimise the negative things with which people are dissatisfi ed.  For example—

• a leading hand may be looking for the satisfaction of completing a job by 
effectively supervising and working with his men, but this satisfaction may be 
lost if there is a perception that the job foreperson is imposing unnecessary 
conditions on how the work is done

• a foreperson may enjoy the work of assisting and co-ordinating the work of the 
earthworks and drainage gangs and the plant operators, but may feel some of 
the shine is lost if the relationship with the works supervisor is poor.

These examples show that improvements in working relationships can only occur at the 
individual level, i.e. one-on-one.  The only positive solution in the above examples is for each 
of the parties to these working relationships to consciously work at minimising the negatives, 
and building on common values and experiences.

The relationships the individual has with others in the workplace are all-important.  Their 
value should never be discounted or underestimated.

 The Importance of Teamwork
The teamwork objective and the human relations objective are the same— i.e.

to get people to co-operate and work together, so that the job may be constructed 
to the required time, cost and quality.

Each person who is a member of a team, no matter where the team is placed within the 
overall construction organisation, needs to recognise several principles.  These principles state 
that any person in a supervisory role:

• is not only a member of the immediate job team, but also a member of related 
teams within the broader organisation

• is given authority to act, but must also accept responsibility for his or her 
actions

• must handle authority and responsibility in a fl exible manner.
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Supervisors’ Team Memberships
From the point of view of the individual, the immediately surrounding parts of the 

organisation for which he or she works is the most important team.  Relationships within this 
team are all-important.

In addition to leading individual job teams, each person who occupies a supervisory role 
must function as an effective member of certain other sub-teams.  The following diagram 
illustrates the team associations a foreperson may have within a typical construction 
organisation.

This means that the foreperson may have to function, at various times, as a member of three 
teams, the Supervision, Technical and Administration teams, as well a being the leader of a 
fourth team, the Job team.

Each team has a role to play in the overall job, and each relies on the co-operation of the 
others in the performance of its own role.  This situation raises some very important issues 
about group relationships.
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To do your job effi ciently, you must be respected and trusted by each team, and be able to 
minimise friction between teams by:

• Passing on the information each team needs to do its work

• Maintaining confi dentiality of information where appropriate (e.g. information 
of a personal nature or not related to the job)

In such cases there is a desirable dual relationship.  A person in this situation should 
defi nitely act as the boss during working hours; however, he must remain accessible to the 
workers outside working hours while at the same time always acting as an individual with a 
separate identity.

To do their jobs, the technical and administrative teams need access to the foreperson and to 
some of that person’s employees.  Given co-operation, they will be able to be helpful and thus 
lighten the foreperson’s work load.

The members of the technical and administrative teams should work for or through the 
foreperson as appropriate.  The foreperson should then provide direct access to certain persons 
on the job, in consultation with those people. However, the foreperson would still expect to be 
consulted by technical and administrative people in the event of any unusual or contentious 
circumstances.

According Courtesies to All
The same principles of courtesy and consultation apply to everyone on the job.  The 

leading hand, or any other person in charge of other members of the job team, has the right 
to expect similar behaviours from others in the organisation.  Bypassing people in their roles 
is permissible only in extraordinary conditions, e.g. when a key person is unexpectedly absent.  
However, at the fi rst opportunity, you should tell him or her what you did, and why it was 
done.

Workers’ Expectations of Supervisors
As part of the general principle of according courtesies to all on the job, it is reasonable for 

the workers in the gangs to have expectations about the effects the organisation’s structure 
will have on their positions.  Generally, these expectations are related to how their immediate 
supervisors will treat them on the job.

Usually, workers in the job team expect their supervisor to be:

• Impartial to outside infl uences which may affect them.

• Positive and consistent in action.

• Consistent and fair in decision-making.

• Prepared to look after their interests when necessary.
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The Special Situation Where the Supervisor Lives with the Subordinates
In remote jobs where the boss lives in the camp with the workers, it may be diffi cult to 

avoid becoming involved in their personal problems.  However care must be exercised to avoid 
becoming over-involved.  Above all, any personal matters raised by an employee should be 
treated as strictly confi dential.

In such cases there is a desirable dual relationship.  The person in this situation should 
defi nitely be the boss during working hours, while remaining accessible but an individual with 
his/her own identity outside working hours.

Authority and Responsibility

Authority
Every person on site has the authority needed to do his or her job; this authority consists of 

two elements:

• positional

• personal.

Positional authority is the authority a person gains from occupying a position within 
the organisation; it different for each position.  Every person supplements their positional 
authority with personal authority; this is the authority he or she is able to exercise by 
communicating with and infl uencing other people.  The mixture of positional and personal 
authority is different from person to person, and changes with the situation.

Everyone on the job must have enough positional authority to get the job done.  This means 
that no one person can retain all the authority; it must be shared.

The extent to which authority is shared depends on:

• The knowledge and ability of the person to whom the authority is given.  For 
example, a capable, experienced plant foreman would be given more authority 
if placed in charge of an earthmoving operation than an inexperienced trainee 
works supervisor placed in charge of a similar operation.

• The nature and importance of the task.  For example, a task involving large 
expenditure, or one which is critical to the overall job, would require much 
more involvement by the supervisor than would minor scheduled works.

• The amount of authority actually needed to carry out the particular task 
successfully.

• The magnitude of the supervisor’s work load at the particular time.

Responsibility
The construction supervisor is held responsible, not only for the end results achieved, but 

also for his or her own actions and the actions of the people on the job, i.e. for the things they 
do and fail to do.
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However, there are really two types of responsibility involved:

• Responsibility that is formally delegated to the supervisor.  This comes with the 
job and the supervisor is paid for it in accordance with his or her abilities, i.e. it 
is a recognised condition of employment.

• Accepted responsibilities, i.e. those over and above the formal responsibilities, 
but which are generally readily accepted provided they are delegated in a 
reasonable way.

Each and every supervisor therefore has two key personal development objectives, which are 
to become profi cient in:

• delegating authority (i.e. acting effectively through others)

• accepting responsibility (i.e. being able to answer for his or her actions and their 
consequences or outcomes).

A supervisor who can both delegate authority in appropriate ways and accept responsibility 
will generally fi nd that the effects of doing so include better motivation amongst the people in 
the job team, and improved morale and teamwork.

In delegating responsibility, each person in a supervisory role needs to remember the overall 
objective:

To encourage all members of the job team to accept responsibility, individually and 
collectively, for getting the job done to the specifi ed requirements.

Flexibility in the Use of Authority and Acceptance of 
Responsibility

For teamwork to operate effectively, the people who work together in the team need to aim 
for objectives which are challenging as well as realistic.

They must have a sense of commitment to achieving the objectives.  To develop 
commitment, they need to become involved in the whole process and involved with the other 
people working on the project.

People who are committed to and involved in the achievement of a team objective are more 
likely to accept responsibility than those who are not.

In the process of getting people involved, there is a need to develop fl exibility in the way we 
handle authority and responsibility.  This means there are times to tell people (sometimes in 
words of one syllable), times to discuss, times to watch and listen, times to stay clear and times 
to intervene.

There are also times when some self-appraisal on the supervisor’s part is appropriate.
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Times to Tell People
In a general sense, there are many occasions when it is necessary to tell or inform people 

about something that affects them.  Some examples include:

• Technical, administrative and safety polices and any changes in such polices.

• Targets and deadlines (i.e. what is expected of them)

• How they are measuring up to expectations

• Proposed changes in work methods.

It is not enough to simply ‘pass on a message’.  What you tell people must be clearly thought 
out.  This means clearly stating WHY something is necessary, as well as informing people of all 
the associated details of how, when and where.  Stating why means telling it ‘as it is’, without 
making excuses.  This is hardest to do where a company decision, ruling or policy is unpopular 
with the workforce.

At the personal level, people may sometimes need to be told that a change is needed on their 
part (e.g. better performance, less absenteeism, better attitude).  Making the change may be 
necessary if they are to keep their jobs.  Where the supervisor has to deliver such a message, it 
has to be done at a place and time that guarantees the person’s confi dentiality.  Nevertheless, 
the message may not be welcome or well received.

It may be necessary, as a last resort, to tell people what they need to know in words of one 
syllable, the most important of which is NO.  Using this word and making it credible to the 
person hearing it is harder than it seems.  This is one of the real challenges of accepting the 
responsibilities of a supervisory position.

Times to Discuss
The decision as to whether to simply tell people about something, or to discuss matters 

with them, depends largely on the situation, and their experience and ability to do the job 
in question.  For example, in the case of new or inexperienced employees, the telling process 
should be followed by directed discussion, to ensure that people understand what is required of 
them.

However, with experienced gangers, cost clerks, and plant operators, it should be suffi cient 
to inform them of what has to be done in terms of production, quality and time, and then 
discuss with them how this may be best achieved.  For example:

• Let them tell you how they propose to do the job, the problems they anticipate, 
the help they will need and so on.

• Listen to suggestions and either accept them or explain why they are not 
acceptable.

• Raise and settle any misconceptions or contentious matters by discussion.

• Arbitrate in matters which may lead to overlap of authority and responsibility.

• Confi rm the group conclusions or give directions, as necessary.

In practice, this means getting the experienced people involved in the planning and 
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decision-making process before issuing any directions.  This approach often leads to a better 
sense of commitment; it may help to promote understanding of how the use of authority and 
acceptance of responsibility within the team are inter-related.

Times to Watch and Listen
The need to watch and listen cannot be over-emphasised.  By watching and listening a 

supervisor often learns more about the job as a whole, possible improvements in techniques 
and the individual performance of team members, than by participating in the process of 
doing the job.  Watching and listening allows people in supervisory roles to:

• tune in to possible technical, administration and team-relationship problems

• gauge the state of progress of the job and the state of motivation and morale

• concentrate their efforts on those aspects of the job where they are most needed.

Times to Keep Clear
Once a supervisor has delegated authority and accepted responsibility, it is time for him or 

her to keep clear and let the people concerned get on with the job.  The supervisor then takes 
time to adopt the watching and listening role.  “Keeping clear” encourages team members 
to think, make their own decisions, settle their own inter-relationship problems, and so on.  
Ultimately, however, the supervisor can intervene should it be necessary to do so, either by 
choice or request.

Timing

There are times to encourage, times to recognise, times to ‘buy in’ to technical matters 
or administration and safety issues, times to suggest, times to discuss and times to make 
corrections.  The real knack in intervention is to anticipate problems and to prevent their 
occurrence.
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Methods

When things are going well a little recognition goes a long way.

When things are not going as well as they might, a little personal encouragement may be all 
that is necessary.

Other methods of intervention, worth considering before issuing directions, include:

• A helpful suggestion

• A question (“Have you considered… etc.”)

• A reminder (“Are the signs out?”)

• Joint reference to plans and specifi cations etc.

• A discussion, particularly to settle confl ict

• A correction, normally by discussion.

There are also times when unpopular, hard-line decisions are necessary and have to be 
enforced.

Self Appraisal
Sometimes, a little self-appraisal on the part of the supervisor might be appropriate.  One 

way to do this is for the person to consider his or her own relationships with the members of 
the job team (as a leader); and with the other teams (as a member).

The Cost Clerk
Does he work for you or the inspecting cost clerk, or both?

Are you in fact working for him?

Do you work together as a team?

Leading Hands/Gangers
Are you prepared to share your authority and responsibility with them?

Do you work through, or bypass, them?

Are you prepared to discuss matters with them, to listen to them?

Do they have any contact with the cost clerk?
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Plant Operators
Do they really know what they are about?

Do you really have control of them and what they are doing?

Are they prepared to listen to you and the driver instructor?

Are they really members of the team or are they working in isolation?

Owner-Drivers
Who keeps tabs on the owner-drivers?

Are they kept busy or are there too many?

Are they working as part of the overall team?

Other Teams
What are your relationships with the members of the other teams with which you work, i.e. 

the supervision team, the administration team, the technical team?

Are they getting adequate access to the job, or are you impeding them?

Do you adopt a team approach with them, i.e. are you prepared to allow them to accept 
some of your responsibility?

Do you use them to the best advantage?
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Building Self-Esteem
Self-esteem is a key characteristic for everyone, but is especially important for people who 

are participating in the workforce, and even more important for supervisors.

What is Self-Esteem?
Self-esteem describes the values, beliefs and attitudes we have towards ourselves.  It is about 

our internal ‘conversations’, and refl ects the opinion we have about ourselves.  This may be a 
positive opinion (e.g. “I am a worthwhile person”) or it may be negative.  Ultimately, it is a 
matter of choice:

It doesn’t matter whether you believe you can or you can’t— either way, you are right.

Henry Ford

No-one can make you feel bad about yourself without your consent.  Never give it.

Eleanor Roosevelt

Healthy self-esteem is about accepting ourselves for who we are, warts and all.

Thinking Traps that Lead to Low Self-Esteem
None of us is perfect; everyone makes mistakes at times, or has done things that (in 

retrospect) he or she is not proud of.  The danger is that people may reach the mistaken 
conclusion that what they do is the same as who they are.

People who have low self-esteem may fall into a number of thinking traps:

• Jumping to negative conclusions (i.e. mostly tending to reach whatever 
conclusion refl ects badly on the individual, without considering that other 
factors may have been at work)

• Setting unachievable standards (people are hard on themselves when they fail to 
achieve, even with unrealistic goals, giving more ammunition to their internal 
self-critic)

• Black-and-white thinking (darkening the shadows or gilding the highlights; 
failing to see that situations are rarely all good or all bad, but are usually 
somewhere in the middle)

• Losing perspective (making judgements based only on one aspect of one’s 
personality, or on the fact that one person does not like us)

• Discounting or overlooking the positive (rejecting the value of positive 
experiences).
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Improving Self-Esteem
Two ways that people often use to improve their self-esteem are described below.

Building a Record of Achievement
Building a record of achievement, whether in one’s personal life or at work, is a positive way 

of building self-esteem.  However, it must be done carefully.  Setting unrealistic standards and 
goals will inevitably lead a person back into the ways of self-evaluation that reduce self-esteem.

Instead, self-esteem is built by a process of achieving small but realistic goals; when this 
process is consistently repeated, it can lead to a gradual but sustainable improvement.  As each 
new goal is reached, the person’s level of self-esteem is boosted.  This higher level of self-esteem 
makes it possible to set the goals a bit higher each time.

This approach to building self-achievement takes time; it cannot work unless the person is 
willing to accept that improvement comes incrementally instead of instantly or in a spectacular 
fashion.

Improving Self-esteem
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Taking Action on a Daily Basis
The following habits may assist in building self-esteem on a daily basis:

• Reward yourself (for example, when you have reached a goal, take time out to 
do something you really want to do, just for yourself ).

• Stop comparing yourself to others.

• Accept compliments.  Don’t bounce them back or negate them.  Just thank the 
person who gives the compliment, and say you appreciate it.

• Laugh more! (Learn to laugh at yourself ).

• Do something for someone else.

• Write down all the good things you can think of about yourself (you’ll be 
surprised how long the list is).

• Adopt a healthier lifestyle.

If low self-esteem or feelings of depression persist, it is advisable to visit a counsellor.  This 
is a person who is specially trained to deal with problems, and to help the individual to work 
through them to fi nd solutions.

Counselling
People may experience personal or work-related problems at some time.  These problems 

may result in stress, lack of concentration, indecisiveness, confusion or more serious problems.

Some employers offer counselling services (also known as employee assistance programs) to 
assist employees through such times and facilitate their return to work or to full productivity.

What is Counselling?
Counselling is a therapeutic procedure in which a trained person adopts a supportive, non-

judgmental role in enabling a client to deal more effectively with psychological or emotional 
problems, or gives advice on practical problems.

Counsellors are able to deal with a broad range of issues that may have an emotional impact, 
including:

• work-related problems (e.g. issues with supervisors)

• family or relationship issues

• bereavement

• depression

• anxiety

• lack of motivation.

While counselling is commonly thought of as a practice focussed on the psychological or 
emotional, it does include a wider range of services; counsellors also operate in the areas of 
health, fi nance and trauma.
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What Happens in Counselling?
The counselling session is a one-on-one discussion.  You have the opportunity to talk over a 

problem with a person who has been trained to provide advice or support on a personal basis.  
The discussion can help you to make sense of feelings, and may provide encouragement.  The 
counsellor does not tell you what to do, but can offer new ideas for coping with a situation.

Your company’s personnel section will provide information about the counselling services 
available to you.

Morale and Motivation in the Workplace
Supervisors play an important role in maintaining good morale in the workplace.  The 

following paragraphs give defi nitions of both morale and motivation, and discuss ways in 
which the person in a supervisory role can infl uence them.

What is Morale?
Morale may be defi ned as the mental or emotional attitude of a person or group.  It relates 

to feelings such as hope, enthusiasm, or willingness to work.

A person’s morale may be affected by state of health, feelings, home situation, and 
relationships with the boss and the group.  Individual morale can change a lot in a short time; 
fortunately for supervisors, group morale tends to have fewer ‘ups and downs’.

Both good and poor morale in a workplace may have an effect on motivation.  However, 
morale is not the same as motivation, and is important for everyone who fulfi ls a supervisory 
role to understand the difference.

How is Motivation Different to Morale?
Motivation may be defi ned either in terms of the individual person, or in terms a group of 

people.  In an organisation, motivation may be defi ned as the willingness of a person to exert 
high levels of effort towards achieving team or organisational goals.

Motivation cannot be directly observed.  It comes from within the person.  We can only 
infer the existence of motivation from the person’s behaviour or what he or she says.

Motivation results from an interaction between the person and the situation.  A person may 
feel extremely motivated in one situation but not in another.  For example, a process worker 
may feel bored when repeatedly pressing a button on a machine at work; however, the same 
person may be happy to spend hours pressing the button on a poker machine.
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Improving Morale in the Workplace
The following are some general hints for improving morale in a construction workplace.  

None of these suggestions are defi nitive, as situations can vary greatly from one project to 
another.

The supervisor may be able to improve morale by:

• Avoiding relationship problems between him or her self and the team members.

• Watching for relationship problems in the work group.

• Bringing relationship problems (where they are discovered) out into the open 
and attempting to resolve them.

• Keeping an ear open for gripes and grievances.  If possible, the supervisor 
should attend to them personally; otherwise, they must be referred on to the 
next most senior person.  In cases where nothing can be done, it is best to say so 
and describe why.

• Ensuring that working and living conditions are as good as possible.

• Looking after the team members’ interests as much as is reasonably possible.

• Keeping the job and camp area clean and tidy.

• Making sure that everyone has all tools and equipment reasonably needed to do 
the job.

• Maintaining positive attitudes and behaviours on the job.  This can have a 
considerable effect on motivation and morale.
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Improving Motivation
While maintaining the team’s morale is important, it does not of itself ensure that people 

will be motivated.

As discussed earlier, motivation comes from within the person.  There is no direct or 
predictable link between an action taken by a supervisor and changes in motivation.  All the 
supervisor can hope to do is create a climate where people will respond by feeling motivated to 
do more, or to produce better work.

For example, if a boss gives a worker negative feedback (e.g. as a result of poor performance), 
it may not lead to improved job performance.  Instead, it depends on how the person deals 
with the negative feedback, as shown in the diagram below.

When people derive some satisfaction from the job, they tend to work harder; in other 
words they then feel more motivated.  Satisfaction is an important key to motivation.  
Consideration of the things that tend to satisfy most people leads to some suggestions for 
improving motivation:

• The work itself:

− The supervisor should aim to keep your people busy; idle people get dissatisfi ed and 
this can quickly affect others.  As the saying goes, one bad apple can quickly affect all 
the other apples in the barrel.

− If the workload is shared as evenly as circumstances will permit, it tends to become 
more satisfying.

• Achievement:

− Make sure people know what they have to do and more importantly why.

− Give them something challenging to achieve; this means setting deadlines that are tight 
but within their capabilities.

− Make them feel that what they are doing is worthwhile and important to the success of 
the job.
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• Recognition:

− Take an interest in them and what they are doing.

− Encourage them to think, by listening to their ideas.  Be thoughtful, positive, and 
direct in assessing ideas.  Don’t waste time, but leave them feeling that you value their 
suggestions.

− Recognise and use the abilities your people display.

• Feedback

− Let them know how they are doing.

− If they are falling behind, fi nd out why and encourage them to overcome the problem.

− When praise is warranted, give it appropriately.

− Similarly, give correction in preference to criticism.

− Never make threats and be wary of making promises.

• Responsibility

− Share your responsibility.  This will lighten your work load and at the same time make 
the job more challenging to the team members.

− If a man is capable of doing the job, get the message through to him that you have 
confi dence in his ability and are prepared to trust him to do it.

− Check and correct by all means, but do not interfere unnecessarily.

• Advancement and personal development

− Make it clear to new employees that there are opportunities to progress.

− Give people variety in the work they do, while staying within the capabilities of the 
individual.

− Provide training to increase the abilities of each person.
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Recognising Achievement and Effort
Giving recognition to achievement can be a valuable means of enhancing morale and 

promoting motivation.  At the same time, it can have positive effects on the company’s image.  
However, there are a few common-sense warnings about using awards or other forms of 
recognition.  In general, they should:

• not be over-used (i.e. not too often, or their value is reduced)

• be kept for achievements and contributions that truly are signifi cant

• not be used as a means of evaluation (i.e. they must be kept separate from 
performance review processes).

It is important to consult the appropriate supervisor before planning an award or awards 
ceremony.  The form and degree of recognition to be used must meet the company’s personnel 
guidelines and accounting requirements.

Improving Attitudes and Behaviour
The way we think (i.e. our own state of motivation) and the way we feel (morale), act 

together to shape our attitude, which in turn affects our behaviour on the job.

The following points about behaviour are worth considering:

• Behaviour patterns tend to rub off from one person to another.  The behaviour 
of the employees tends to refl ect the behaviour of their supervisor; e.g. if they 
detect an attitude of slackness in the supervisor, from the way in which he or 
she behaves, they will probably adopt the same attitude.

• Like some diseases, behaviour is contagious; it spreads rapidly, in a kind of 
chain reaction.  Behaviour patterns can, and very often do, get out of control 
for no apparent reason.  Once a behaviour pattern takes off, it is often diffi cult 
to control or even to redirect.

• The way in which a person behaves in a work situation depends largely on his 
or her relationships with the boss and the other workers in the work group.

People doing research into human relations have found that when industrial supervisors are 
asked to describe their employees, many tend to use terms such as:

• lazy

• ignorant

• careless

• accident prone

• unco-operative

• untrustworthy

• uninterested.

Two questions arise—
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Are any of these statements true, when applied to most employees?

If they are true, is it the fault of the employee or is the supervisor at fault?

The answers to these questions come from looking at the problem from two points of view, 
the supervisor’s and the employee’s.

As seen by 
the supervisor

As seen by the employee

Lazy • There isn’t any work to be done.

• If I do anything without being told, I get blasted.

• X and Y are bludging, why shouldn’t I?

• As soon as I fi nish this I will get another dirty job; I get all the dirty jobs.

• The boss is a lazy slob.

Ignorant  

• I just don’t know what to do.

• If I try but make a mistake, I will get blasted.

• It’s no use asking the boss, he won’t listen— May be he doesn’t know 
anyway.

Careless • So I made a mistake, I just didn’t know.

• I am no different to the boss or anyone else on this job.  They all make 
mistakes.

• I don’t know what I am supposed to do or why.  No-one tells me 
anything.

• The boss couldn’t care less, so why should I?

Accident Prone • The organisation and control of the job is so crook you can’t avoid 
accidents.

• The plant, tools and equipment are in poor shape.

Unco-operative • What’s this unco-operative bit?  The boss doesn’t know the meaning of 
the word co-operation.

Untrustworthy • The boss is a nit picking so and so.  He checks everything I do and fi nds 
fault when there isn’t any.  He just won’t leave me alone.  He doesn’t 
trust me.

Uninterested • No one gives a damn about me.

• No one respects my capabilities, what I think or what I feel.

• They treat me like a leper/outcast.

• Who wouldn’t be uninterested in a place like this?

It is important to remember that:

• a relationship always involves at least two people
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• people act and react towards each other according to the way they see the 
situation

• actions and reactions may be based on expectations developed on past 
experience, as well as on the present state of a person’s motivation and morale.

Discipline
Discipline is often seen as one of the solutions when things go wrong.  For example, it may 

be seen as appropriate to rebuke or chastise people who have been involved in inter-personal 
confl ict on the job.  However, it is important to understand that discipline can only be applied 
within an approved framework; a supervisor cannot apply it without consulting appropriate 
people in the company, or regardless of company personnel policies.

All persons in supervisory roles, whether leading hands, forepersons, site supervisors or 
project managers, must fi rst ensure that they are creating the type of working environment 
that tends to prevent or minimise interpersonal problems.  This means practicing good human 
relations as a kind of preventive measure.

People who are well motivated and of high morale take a greater interest in the job.  This 
means they are more likely to:

• Stay with the job

• Report for work with greater regularity

• Start work on time

• Observe the rules laid down for the job, provided they know the rules and the 
rules are safe and reasonable

• Achieve quantity, quality, time and cost standards, provided they know what is 
required and why

• Work together amicably.

• Settle their personal differences amicably

• Exercise self-discipline.

Even so, we must be prepared for some confl ict between people on the job.  To attempt to 
deny, avoid or suppress confl ict may only lead to greater confl ict.  The answer is to accept it 
and work through it with the people concerned.  Some guide lines are:

• Let people have their say— listen carefully.

• Try to uncover the real cause of the problem, and if possible eliminate the cause.

• Make sure you get all the facts— obtain independent confi rmation if required.

• Consider and inter-relate all the facts to production, the individual and the 
likely affects on the group.

• Consider all the possible, workable solutions to the problem.

• When a decision is made, make sure everyone understands what the decision is 
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and implements it.

• Protect the privacy of the persons involved.

There is always the possibility of a confl ict in opinions.  Generally, people within a group 
will settle these confl icts between themselves and they should be encouraged to do so, provided 
they understand that:

• A decision made by the group is binding to all members of the group.

• In case where confl ict cannot be resolved internally, within the group, the 
matter should be referred to the supervisor, in which case they must abide by his 
or her decision.

Personality confl icts should be resolved as they occur.  In cases where personality confl ict 
persists, the ultimate solution may be to terminate the employment of the person who 
persistently causes problems.

The supervisors on the job must constantly pay attention to individual motivation, morale, 
attitude and behaviour.  These are the foundation on which we build a team.

The supervisors’ attitudes and behaviour act as an example and tend to ‘rub off ’ on the rest 
of the team.  People respond to example.

Before taking action on any teamwork problem, a supervisor must carefully consider the 
likely reactions of others in the team, and model his or her actions to suit the situation, the 
people involved and the desired end result.

In case there are any misconceptions about the relationship between human relations and 
production, the supervisor’s over-riding objective is to get the job done.  What is needed is a 
balanced approach to supervision, in which there is a concern for both production and people.

Every person in a supervisory role, whether leading hand, foreperson or site supervisor, has 
the authority and right to enforce legitimate decisions.  However, supervisors should remember 
that enforcement is used as a last resort.  Occasions may arise in which you are expected, either 
by the management or the workers, to enforce hard decisions. To shrink this responsibility is to 
lose the respect of all concerned.

Job Delegation
‘Delegation’ is a term that may be used in two different ways.  It can be used:

• in a general sense, to mean the allocation of tasks to a subordinate

• in a more restricted sense, to mean the formal system of allocating authority 
within an organisation.

Allocation of Tasks
In its general sense, delegation means authorising someone to do a job.  The object of 

delegating is to get the job done by someone else.  To enable someone else to do the job for 
you, you must ensure that the person:
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• knows what you want

• has the authority to achieve it

• knows how to do it.

A supervisor can therefore delegate effectively only if he or she communicates clearly the 
nature of the task, the extent of the delegation, and the sources of relevant information and 
knowledge.

Delegation is about developing people, so it must be used with care.

For example, you would not suddenly put a new employee completely in charge of 
earthworks.  Instead, you would delegate gradually: fi rst a small task leading to a small 
achievement; then another task that builds on the fi rst; then add another stage; and so on.  
If you don’t approach delegation in this manner, the job will not be done (or it will contain 
signifi cant errors) and your staff will lose motivation.

There are many practical hints that can assist in more effective delegation:

• When you delegate, set agreed criteria and standards for the job.

• Be available to your delegate (e.g. schedule regular meetings during the task 
period, at which the delegate can make recommendations or discuss concerns).

• Don’t make decisions that the delegate is capable of making.

• If the delegate makes a mistake, focus more on solutions than on causes—instil 
confi dence so that the delegate can continue with the task.

• Always delegate those tasks in which your staff have more experience than you 
do.

• Delegate mundane tasks as evenly as possible, but exciting or desirable tasks as 
widely as possible.

The ultimate aim of delegating is to enable your staff to develop, so that they are as good at 
the job as you are now.

To make delegation work, you cannot dictate what is to be delegated, or how that delegation 
is to be managed.  To control the delegation, you need to establish at the beginning the task 
itself, the reporting schedule, the sources of information, your availability, and the criteria for 
success.  These details can only be negotiated with the delegate and others involved.  It is only 
with their input and agreement that you can arrive at a workable procedure.

The supervisor’s involvement does not end once he or she has handed the job over to 
the delegate.  You still need to monitor the tasks you have delegated, and to continue the 
development of your staff by assisting them to exercise the authority you have handed over.

In addition, there are some management functions, mainly personal or personnel-oriented, 
that a supervisor should never delegate:

• motivation

• training

• team-building
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• organisation

• praising or reprimanding

• performance review

• promotion.

Advantages of Delegation
When managed effectively, delegation has advantages for the person who delegates as well as 

for the person to whom the delegation is made.

Delegation allows a person in a supervisory role to:

• achieve more in the same amount of time

• gain some of the benefi ts that arise when people work together co-operatively

• make better use of available human resources.

Excuses for Not Delegating
The following are typical excuses people use for not delegating.

• It’s a sign of weakness to delegate.

• If you want something done right, do it yourself.

• Might as well do it myself— there are too many problems otherwise.

• I don’t like palming off the dirty work to others.

• It takes too long to explain.

• I just want to get on with the job and get it done.

• You are not qualifi ed to do the job.

If you fi nd yourself using any of these, consider the following quote:

The cemeteries are full of people who thought they were indispensable.

—Juan Antonio Samaranch former IOC President
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Formal Delegations
Most large organisations have a formal system of delegating authority from the most senior 

managers to the operational level.  Three types of authority may be delegated:

• Financial

• Purchasing

• Human resources.

Financial Delegations
The chief executive of a company or government department has overall responsibility for 

fi nancial administration of the organisation.  However, acting alone, he or she cannot carry out 
all functions connected with money in the organisation.

The CEO may therefore issue formal notices delegating part of his or her fi nancial 
responsibilities to selected fi nancial delegates in the organisation.  Once a delegation is 
received, the delegate may have the following powers and responsibilities:

• to spend money on goods and services, but only for the purposes of the 
organisation

• access money from a number of sources of funds

• write off losses, in accordance with legislation

• make special payments

• create petty cash accounts, or change the amount held in an account

• approve the grant and use of corporate credit cards

• approve bids for works

• sell and dispose of assets.

The details of all the above powers and responsibilities are stated in the formal instrument of 
delegation.

Financial Delegation
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A fi nancial delegate may only act within the limits of the delegation.  Generally the delegate 
has the authority to use a delegation only so long as he or she:

• acts within the terms and conditions of the delegation

• complies with legislative requirements and company instructions and 
procedures

• confi rms that money for a proposed expenditure is available in the budget

• spends money within the limits of an approved program or project

• has the particular kind of fi nancial authority required for the type of 
expenditure.

Financial delegations are not handed out to people at random.  A person becomes a fi nancial 
delegate only when granting of a fi nancial authority improves the effi ciency and effectiveness 
of operations; and where he or she is at a suitable level in the organisation’s structure. 

On a construction site, the most common example of a fi nancial delegation is the order 
book.  The site supervisor will usually have the delegated authority to buy goods and services 
up to a specifi ed amount; for example, $500.  If the supervisor needs an item costing more 
than the delegated amount, he or she fi lls out a requisition.  This is, in effect, a formal request 
for approval to spend the required amount of money.  Only a person who has a higher level of 
fi nancial delegation may approve the requisition.

Purchasing Delegations
Only delegated persons with approval to purchase on behalf of the company can make 

purchases.  The authority to purchase, as with a fi nancial delegation, comes by way of a formal 
statement issued to an individual.  It is a separate instrument from any fi nancial delegation the 
person may hold.

Therefore, the person authorised to make a purchase is not necessarily the same person as 
the one who authorises a purchase order.  In fact, company procedure may require that these 
be two different persons.

Managers will decide who receives purchasing delegations.  Generally, the criteria for 
selecting such persons will include knowledge and abilities such as the person’s:

• knowledge of company procedures

• ability to apply the procedures

• experience

• knowledge of purchasing.

If you are working on site and need to buy goods or services in connection with the job, you 
must have the approval of the authorised purchasing offi cer.
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Before approving the order and sending it to the supplier, the authorised purchasing offi cer 
will make sure that correct purchasing procedures have been used.

In cases such as second-hand goods, a one-off purchase, complex purchases and goods 
available from one supplier only, the purchase order may need to be approved in the company’s 
head offi ce.

Human Resources Delegations
Only delegated persons with approval to act on behalf of the company can make human 

resources (HR) decisions such as:

• hiring and fi ring

• granting and cancelling leave of various types

• approving attendance at training courses

• disciplining staff.

The authority to make such decisions, as with a fi nancial delegation, comes by way of a 
formal statement issued to an individual.  It is a separate instrument from any fi nancial or 
purchasing delegation the person may hold.

Therefore, the person authorised to make HR decisions is not necessarily the same person 
as the one who makes fi nancial or purchasing decisions.  The details applicable to a particular 
works site will depend on the company’s policies and procedures.


