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Abstract. Practically, as other construction projects, the workforce in housing construction projects is still
dominated by informal workers who belong to a group and controlled by a leader. Accordingly, developer
companies consider that informal worker leaders play an important role in improving the informal workers’
performance in housing construction projects. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to explore the effective
leadership style that can improve the performance of informal workers in housing construction projects
based on the workers' perceptions. The implications of this research can be used to improve the informal
workers' performance both of national and multinational developer companies so they can perform more
effectively in completing housing construction projects. The research used qualitative method with
phenomenological approach to reveal an assessment based on perceptions and perspectives of informal
construction workers. Finally, it was found that the effective leadership style according to the informal
workers' perceptions is the transactional leadership which includes being liked by the workers, concerning
and appreciating, as well as being consistent with commitments. Thus, effective performance and leadership
will be achieved as informal construction workers will work hard under this leadership style.

1 Introduction
Currently, rapid Indonesian population’s increase causes
housing demand increase as well. As a result, many new
housing projects have emerged in various cities in
Indonesia [1]. Because of the urgent need, the housing
projects must be developed quickly and efficiently. In
general, housing projects are relatively similar, for
example, in terms of design and residential type in order
to simplify the development process. However, the
developer company requires a short-time project at a low
cost.
In response to the above demands, the role of the
workforce in housing construction projects is very
important. Being relevant with most construction projects,
labour is an essential component of a construction project
since labour cost is one of the major cost factors in a
construction project [2]. Moreover, many experts found
that effective labour management was the key to a
project's success [3]. Therefore, the important effort that
should be conducted is to encourage workers to work
more effectively and efficiently. To achieve this, many
factors should be considered such as working
environment, wages, working hours and so forth.
However, there are other things that are not directly
related to the construction project become the
determinants of work’s effectiveness such as the worker’s
local culture in which they live [4].
Nevertheless, the effort of labour’s performance
improvement may vary across countries, and a successful
determinant factor in developed countries cannot always
be successfully applied in developing countries because
*

each country has different business characteristics as well
as different mindset and ability of the workforce. Factors
that already implemented in developed countries to
improve workers' performance related to their status as
workers, among others, are career path, salary and
pensions. In contrast, those things cannot always be the
determinant factor in improving a worker’s performance
in developing countries. Based on a research by Kaming
[5] in the field of construction, it indicates that the
workers' performance was low because there was no clear
concept in working relationships with the group and
construction project owners.
Some studies of traditional management in developing
countries reveal that informal workers constitute the
majority of the labour force who employ traditional
management systems such as in housing construction
projects [6, 7, 8, 9]. The researchers agree that the
traditional management pattern was worthy of attention to
its role in line with modern management theory in
improving human resource management.
Based on the labour data at the Bureau of Statistics in
2016, more than 60% of workers in Indonesia were
informal workers. Informal workers still dominate various
sectors,
including
housing
construction.
This
phenomenon has been studied by Sari [10] and shows that
most informal workers refuse to be recruited as formal
workers by the companies hiring them. Other studies have
found that the attachment of informal workers to the
cultures in which they socially live was the reason they
did not want to be formal workers, as there might be many
cultural rituals they could not follow [11].
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However, there were several studies of informal
construction workers showing different results on their
performance’s determinants. Informal workers in various
sectors shows low performance due to the lack of
attachment to firms so that their job responsibilities were
low as well [5, 6, 8, 9, 12]. The attachment of informal
workers was closer to the group leader they worked under,
and the leader of this group was related and responsible to
the company [13]. A group leader appreciated the
performance of informal workers according to the wages
given: the better the performance was, the higher the wage
would be (and vice versa). However, the leader’s
subjectivity was urgently needed. Furthermore, a research
of the informal workers in East Java shows that their
performance was similar to the formal workers, although
this study has not assessed the level of performance yet
[9].
In general, leaders play an important role in
encouraging the improvement of the informal workers’
performance as discussed above. A research in the field of
leadership proves that being a successful leader requires
quality and leadership skills as well as the ability to
successfully bring his group to the goal [14]. In addition,
a research of housing construction projects found that the
performance of informal workers relies heavily on
leaders. Even so, the effective leadership characteristics
in improving informal workers’ performance have not
been further investigated [13].
Furthermore, a research that has been done previously
gathers the information from the company manager or
project owner. Thus, there is still a gap to find out the
effectiveness of leaders from the perspective and
perceptions of informal workers, which will be
investigated in this study. Therefore, the purpose of this
study is to fill the gap by knowing the characteristics of
effective and capable leaders to improve the performance
of informal workers in the housing construction project.
Moreover, this study will explore the phenomenon related
to the informal workers' cultural background in East Java.
The implications of this research are expected to help
developers in determining an informal group of workers
based on the characteristics of effective leaders especially
in Java, since the cultural background influences the
worker's character and the group leader behaviour [11].

2 Informal Worker and Leader
Housing Construction Project

human resource management system in the current
construction industry sector [21].
The characteristics of informal workers in housing
construction projects were low-educated and low-skilled,
so that there were not many work opportunities to do as
freelancers who often shift between jobs [16]. However,
in contrast to the phenomenon commonly found in urban
areas, informal workers work primarily in the
construction sector and are employed in other sectors if
there is a vacancy or if there is no construction project
[11]. Moreover, another research proves that many
informal workers in urban areas were previously formal
workers because of certain cases [10].
In addition, informal workers lacking the special
skills resulted in having low level of income or low wages
and economic shortcomings [13]. In fact, they also could
not get the facilities that they actually deserved as workers
such as insurance, health and old age benefits; because
they were only temporary workers. Project owners
sometimes did not pay attention to details such as the
workers’ temporary shelter at construction sites, which
was usually only a semi-permanent site without proper
public facilities [18]. Project owners were not directly
accountable to workers, but they were associated with the
group leader because of the project owners’ contracts with
the informal workers' group leader; while informal
workers only had oral agreement with their leaders.
Now in Indonesia, there are already some housing
projects whose investors or developers are multinational
corporations accustomed to implementing modern human
resource systems [16]. As a result, the dilemma that firms
are facing in developing countries is to integrate modern
and traditional labour systems, particularly construction
projects in the Java area. In the previous paragraph, the
role of informal group leaders is needed to overcome that
dilemma. They work together to minimize the drawbacks
and weaknesses of traditional labour patterns.
There were several characteristics of informal
leaders. They, among others, are belonging to and joining
a community or group, being informally or informally
appointed as a leader, being in a position which is often
unchanged within a certain period of time, not getting
higher (in position) from informal workers in the group,
not receiving a specific penalty in the job yet lacking in
confidence, and not receiving wages from the company
[22]. Other studies have investigated that informal leaders
were not officially appointed and were not more expert or
intelligent than their employees; but they had the ability
to change their character, psychology and group’s
behaviour [22, 23, 24].
Based on the history of the construction workers at
the lower level (construction labourers), the leaders and
their workers work only on oral agreements, especially in
developing countries such as Indonesia and Tanzania; the
leaders were often called as foremen [15, 16, 17, 19, 20].
The foreman serves to manage everything in accordance
with the demands of construction work including finding
a job, organizing the division of labour and having a
personal closeness with members of his group. The
expectation was that each worker had the awareness and
sense of belonging that can make them work with shared
responsibility [13].

in

In construction management, labour is an important factor
for achieving good quality, minimal cost and optimal time
on a project [3]. The existing phenomena in developing
countries including Indonesia indicate that informal
workers in the construction sector are originally
traditional workers in agriculture, plantation or fisheries
[11, 13]. Thus, according to some studies in several
developing countries including Indonesia [15, 16, 17],
India [18], Nepal [6], Brazil [7], Kenya [19] and Tanzania
[20], it is proven that construction workers have the same
pattern of informal workers working in construction
projects over a period of time. Nonetheless, informal
workers act as an important factor to support a robust
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However, there was a change in the leader's
relationship with his current group members that the
leader or the foreman not only joins and leads a group.
This leads to the formation of new patterns in the informal
working group. The pattern formed that the foreman was
no longer selected by group members or taken from group
members but subcontractors of housing projects [11].
Researches on leadership in the construction sector have
been widely applied. Nevertheless, a different emphasis
on the object has been conducted such as researches in
developed countries or in developing countries by
discussing leadership on project management or top
management level. The quantitative researches had
examined leadership based on influencing variables, but
no research had examined effective informal leadership
based on the perceptions of informal workers in housing
construction project.
There were several effective leadership styles based
on Northouse [23] which have been applied by the
informal group leader. Transformational leadership helps
group members to achieve the best outcomes and change
people's behaviour for the better [25]. Whereas, serving
leadership stresses to serve members of the group or
employers so as to create close relationships that can
improve performance and loyalty [26]. Next, authentic
leadership combines the psychological abilities of
workers and organizational systems so that workers can
develop their ability positively [27]. Lastly, the
transactional leadership style by rewarding if the worker's
performance increases while the punishment is otherwise
[24]. In practice, a group leader combines these styles and
is called multiple leadership styles [23].

Several studies have been conducted on leadership in
construction using quantitative methods. However, using
only quantitative methods to have deep understanding of
the problem is not enough, so it is important for a research
to use qualitative methods [31]. A qualitative method is
used in this research to develop an understanding based
on a particular phenomenon and to explore the matter
according to the informant's view [32]. Therefore, this
study is expected to illustrate the informants’ experience
with a view to understand the leadership’s characteristics
of the construction project from the perception of informal
workers, why it happened, how it happened and how to
achieve success. Acquiring information from the informal
worker's perspective is important in order to obtain new
discoveries and information that will contribute to science
[33].
There are several approaches in a qualitative research.
Nevertheless, the phenomenological approach is the most
appropriate method to use because the objects being
studied are the individuals involved in social interaction
with each other. Moreover, the most appropriate approach
applied in this study was the Schutz phenomenology
approach since it states that a person's actions are a
reflection of his past experience and understand that one's
actions are not only based on the inner influences of the
individual but also influenced by others and socio-cultural
around them [31, 32].
4.1 Informant
The informants of this research are the informal worker
and foreman who work in a housing developer. The
selected housing developers are companies whose
projects are dominated by informal workers with a
minimum number of 75 people and are located in
Surabaya, East Java, Indonesia; from these criteria, four
companies are selected. The sampling method used was
purposive sampling because the informants were chosen
according to the criteria specified by the researcher, such
as the minimum working experience is more than 8 years
in the housing project, and the age ranges from 30 to 50
years old. Based on the criteria, 4 informants were
selected from each company so there were 16 people in
total. Demographically, all informants were men whose
the highest level of education was senior high school.
Moreover, one person from each company’s foreman is
selected to be the informants so there were four people in
total.
To obtain the necessary information, a qualitative
research also requires a research instrument that contains
general or specific question guidelines to obtain a broad
answer from an informant. Instruments in qualitative
research are different from instruments in quantitative
research, the instruments are used as a reference for
researchers to focus on the topics covered. Then, the
informants gave their answers verbally and were recorded
to be processed. The examples of questions posed to
informal workers include how leaders control the current
group, how leaders respond with Javanese customs or
rituals followed by their workers, how and when leaders
direct their workers; while the examples of questions

3 Construction Workers’ Performance
Many factors affect the performance of construction
workers such as the objective of a certain period [28,29].
The performance of construction workers has always been
linked to economy, technology, resource and welfare.
In the construction project, the dimensions of
productivity such as cost, quality, and time are used to
measure project performance. The performance of the
input, commonly called input factor, is expected [30]. In
addition, the workers’ performance is also influenced by
group leaders or construction companies.
Moreover, the planning and supervision of
construction workers at work sites are also the
determinant factors of workers’ performance. Without the
group leaders’ planning and supervision, workers are not
able to maintain the time, cost and quality of work; often
they relax in work by smoking, chatting or just lounging
around [30]. In fact, such conditions are often encountered
in construction projects. Therefore, in such
circumstances, group leaders play a very important role
because they have a direct relationship with the workers.

4 Methodology
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asked to the foreman are how to supervise workers, how
to lead, and how to overcome difficulties experienced by
workers in addition to dealing with construction work.
Furthermore, the results of the recorded interviews
were transcribed, interpreted, encoded, and analysed for
themes. The results of the interviews also went through
the process of data validity by comparing the data with the
researcher’s notes, observation results during the study,
available literature; and also by comparing notes,
photographs and videos during the interview process [34].
In addition, a data triangulation process was done by
conducting open-ended interviews to six different
informants to make sure whether there were different
outcomes from the previous interviews. The result of the
data triangulation shows that there was no significant
difference.

low educational background which also resulted in low
theoretical knowledge. However, they claim that working
with a leader they like and vice versa will make them work
with focus and comfort. One of their statements is:
"We can work well and not think of negative thoughts
about our leader if we like them. We can also concentrate
on work and leave other affairs to our leaders"
The leader of the informal working group also serves
to create a comfortable and prosperous atmosphere at the
project site. This encourages informal workers to become
more focused on work. This is because a feeling of peace
and comfort during work can improve the performance of
the workers [11, 37]. In addition, workers also understand
that in return for such good conditions they will work
harder to reach the terms and targets of the housing
developers so that their leaders will not suffer loss, as
texted below:

5 Discussion and Results

"If we work badly, it is our leader who will bear (the
consequences) so the company will suffer losses, as a
result, we might get fired, especially now that it's hard to
get a new job quickly, so we condole with our leader if we
just work randomly.. so we have to work well. "

This section will describe the interview results that have
been grouped into sub-themes and themes related to the
effective leadership and performance improvement based
on the perceptions of informal workers. Furthermore,
there are three themes described in the following subsections.

5.2 Concerning and appreciating
A leader will pursue everything that benefits his group
members [21]. From the interviews, it was found that
more than 70% of informants thought that concerning
leaders, leaders who were willing to help when the
workers are in distress; and willing to give free time, were
the effective leaders for them. They have a common
understanding of the leader's attitude of concern which is
evident from the way a leader guides or directs in a job,
advises or exemplifies; from having close relationships
with workers and from being able to provide solutions to
workers' difficulties.
In addition, informal workers have a perception that
there was no difference between a leader's attitude of
helping and paying attention [38]. This was consistent
with the informant's statement that the effective leaders
were very concerned with what their workers do both in
terms of work on construction projects and on personal
work of the workers. This condition provides an
illustration that the workers were trying to impose their
will on the leader so that leaders should always concern
them. For example, the usual activities of a leader were to
provide financial assistance if the worker was in
difficulties, to give a vehicle ride to the workplace, or to
help solving a problem.
Most informants stated that an effective leader's
attitude was to give spare time to the worker even if it
contradicts his or her responsibilities as a leader, because
the informants give different interpretations about giving
spare time such as not coming to work, working casually
or at will, and coming late to work. According to
observations and triangulation of data to the foreman, it
was confirmed that the attitude of such workers is a form
of escape from responsibility. However, if they returned
to be informal workers, they remain responsible with the

5.1 Being liked by the workers
The results of interviews with informal workers and field
observations prove that a successful leader is strongly
influenced by his behaviour. A study also reveals that the
leader's key success appears when he is able to integrate
modern construction traditions and management [35]. All
informants gave the same opinion that they wanted to
have leaders who shared the same culture as them; so they
can respect the leader, and the leader will not act
arbitrarily, rigidly and cruelly but can be cooperative
instead. This is because the behaviour of the foreman or
the worker was based on the culture passed down from the
generation before them.
All informants have the same perspective that by
becoming informal workers, they can continue the local
cultural tradition. According to them, the traditions or
customs are more important to do as a guide in their lives;
and they can manage without work rather than abandon
cultural rituals. The notion of local culture is a unity that
includes knowledge, belief, law, morals, art, customs,
technology and religion from their environment [36]. On
the informants’ understanding, becoming informal
workers is the right choice; by doing so, they can still
practice the ancestral culture because in their concern,
wealth can still be searched. They also argue that working
effectively is very important, but it is not used when they
are in the neighbourhood.
At the time of the interview, there was an interesting
informants’ opinion that when asked the question about
effective leaders figure, the informants did not distinguish
the definition between an effective leader and a respected
leader. Based on the data observation, it can be seen that
this understanding can occur because of the informants’
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targets and work results in accordance with the demands
of developers.
On the contrary, about 30% of informants provide a
better understanding of the effective leaders' category,
because they notice that leaders have multiple
responsibilities, both to their workers and to housing
developers. According to them, an effective leader ought
to give attention, to be willing to help, to appreciate the
work, and to give spare time not for the personal benefit
of the worker. In addition, effective leaders also have the
responsibility to direct and to improve workers’
performance in order to fulfil the responsibility for
completing the work on time in accordance with the
specifications requested by the company [39].
In the above explanation, there were different answers
from the informants regarding the understanding of free
time. The latter opinion, though fewer understand, stated
that free time was given as a form of appreciation of the
workers' creativity. Leaders give them the freedom to
manage their time, not for personal gain but to get the
construction work done in their way. Nevertheless,
leaders continue to set limits on how work can be
completed on time in accordance with the standards set by
the company. Thus, the workers feel valued for their
opinion or doing work; and ultimately, they regard leaders
as friends when not at the working location. The workers
believe that if the leaders were concerning and
appreciating, they will be able to work together for a long
time.

"For us, a foreman must be able to keep his promises
because we work by keeping his words. When he
promises a thousand for the wage, it means a thousand is
to be paid; if it is not, he is a poor foreman. If our foreman
can be consistent with the words he said, we will
definitely work hard as requested, but if he is not, we will
leave him and we will not support him anymore."
Nearly 70% of the informants mentioned that their
main concern when working was an agreement on the
wage, both the amount and when it was going to be paid.
They were not too demanding if there was something
different from the agreement like the scope of work;
although they initially worked as a mason, they were also
available for another job. However, if the foreman cannot
be consistent with the provision of the wage, it will be a
big problem for the informal workers; for example, the
amount of the wage is not exactly as promised because
there the payment is reduced, or the wage is not paid on
time as promised. In fact, in a construction work, wage
reduction can occur because of errors made by the worker
and because the worker does not carry out the initial
agreement such as being not serious at work, being late at
often times or being absent from work.
The fulfilment of a leader's promise is his duty, but on
the contrary, sometimes the workers only demand a
commitment but do not complete the work as agreed.
Based on the statement of several informants and
foremen’s justification, the informal workers tend to be
selfish at this time. Sometimes the workers were more
transactional than their leaders by always demanding their
rights without fulfilling their responsibilities; this means
they were not consistent with their promises.

5.3 Being Consistent with Commitments
Between leaders and informal workers, there is no written
agreement that binds their relationship and cooperation.
This condition has been understood since a long time ago,
even though there are no written rules related to this
condition in Indonesia as well as in other developing
countries. The working relationship between a worker and
a leader is only made verbally which is usually limited to
the amount of the wage, the number of working-hour and
the scope of work performed. These agreements are held
prior to starting a new construction work or jobs in
different locations, because the agreement will be
approved after each party is done with surveying the
location of the work and is ensured of the conditions of
work to be done. The following statement of an informant
is related to the above explanation:

5.4 Transactional leadership style
The three sub-themes of the data processing such as being
liked, concerning and appreciating, and being consistent
with commitments are the characters of the transactional
leadership style [11, 23]. The character of transactional
leadership basically rests on the principle of "giving
according to what was received", so that every action was
based on profit and loss considerations. The results of this
study support the previous research which indicates that
construction workers prefer the transactional leadership
style over other leadership styles [11]. The influence of
technological developments, hedonic and consumptive
lifestyles causes construction workers to be more
transactional.
The results of this study also support another research
in Indonesian workers; they were more likely to favour
transactional style leaders [40]. However, this style is not
absolutely applicable because informal workers who
strongly uphold the local culture will avoid leaders with a
purely transactional attitude. This is because the
leadership styles applied to each project differ depending
on the situation, budget and workers’ demands.

"Before going to a new place, the foreman always asks
what we can do, then he will decide the wages, and he
gives the working time. If we agree, we only answer yes
.. no written contract to sign. - sometimes we are given
notes on what is allowed and what is not at the job site.
Because this kind of agreement occurs everywhere .. we
just follow it."
It can be concluded that the relationship between both
parties was only tied to oral promises. All informal
workers had the same respond stating that in improving
workers’ performance, an effective and competent leader
was measured in his ability to be consistent with his
promises as illustrated in the statement below:

6 Conclusion
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It could be concluded that the characteristics of an
effective leadership were being liked by the workers,
concerning and appreciating toward their workers, also
being consistent with commitments. Thus, the foreman
can improve their leadership style with those characters
and are capable to improve the performance of their
group. Finally, the foreman and informal workers can
work effectively to complete the construction work
according to the target set by the housing developer.
Nevertheless, the future research is recommended to
reveal and investigate the informal worker phenomenon
in other sectors or to compare Javanese worker to another
culture.
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