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Abstract. This paper presents an exploratory study conducted in Makkah city to uncover issues 
faced by construction workers from the construction leaders’ perspective. Eleven construction 
leaders/experts were interviewed to unleash their experiences on handling the foreign workers 
working in Makkah construction projects. Most of the experts are senior management staffs with 
more than 10 years’ working experience in Saudi Arabia construction industry. The interviews 
were carried out in semi structured mode where all the information was captured manually and 
also electronically. The identified issues were sorted based on its commonality into 10 clusters. 
Hence in each cluster, the numbers of issue considered by the experts are reflecting the 
importance of that particular cluster. The result of the clusters according to the number of issues 
mentioned by the experts are safety issues, restricted government regulation, demotivated issues, 
lack of quality workers, poor living quality, communication barriers, adaption issues, poor 
attitudes, lack of logistical arrangements and lack of education. With these identified issues it 
will assist the construction players in the construction industry of Saudi Arabia in dealing with 
their workers.  

1.  Introduction 
Saudi Arabia has the largest construction market in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) [1, 2] because 
it considered the highest exporter of oil in the world. According to the Brochure in 2017 [3]; Saudi’s 
construction industry has seen a massive transformation in the past decade contributing to almost 8% of 
the country’s total gross domestic product (GDP) and making it the largest construction market in the 
region. However, recently Saudi’s construction industry witnessed a noticeable regression due to several 
reasons; one of them is that increase of military expenditure. Based on the Saudi Arabia Infrastructure 
Report in 2017 [4]; Saudi Arabia's reliance on oil exports and its intervention in Yemen have exposed 
the country to growing risks, lowering scores in this section. In addition, the outlook for growth of 
construction industry over 2017 is poor and weak. Besides, the report indicated that Saudi Vision 2030 
will be the key to opening up the construction industry market in all segments, with the potential of 
private investment in transport sectors to energise the industry. In Saudi Arabia’s construction industry 
most of the construction workers are foreigners from several countries such as India, Pakistan, 
Bangladesh, Egypt, Yemen, Philippine, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Turkey and others. These foreign workers are 
facing issues not only regarding the construction demanding tasks but also facing social and climate 
adaptions. Therefore, this paper intends to explore the issues faced by construction workers from 
construction leaders’ perspective in Makkah city.  

2.  Literature review 
Construction industry is one of the industries that require labour intensive to carry out the works at sites. 
Workforce in construction industry is classified into three classes based on their skills and respective 
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academic standings. The lowest class is the unskilled workers, the middle is composed of semi-skilled 
workers and the highest class is the skilled workers [5, 6]. According to Jamil & Yusof [7]; construction 
industry faces severe labour shortages in both developed and developing countries. Additional to that, 
Abdelaal et al. [8] considered lack of labour experience is one of the factors that negatively influence 
labour productivity. Table 1 presents common issues related to construction workers which were 
identified by previous research studies.  

Table 1. Common construction workers’ issues from previous studies. 

Workers' issues Source 

Shortage of skilled workers [9,10,11,12,13,14,15]  
Low productivity level [15,16,17]  
Lack of  training sessions [9,18,]  
Lack of motivation factors [9,12,18]  
Long distance from family [10,12] 
Exposure to climate conditions [14,19,20] 
Long working hours for more than ten hours per day [10,12,14,16,19] 
Poor living conditions [10,14,16,21] 
Lack provision of proper transportation [14,16] 
Low wages [10,14,16,21] 
Delay in salary payment [14,16] 
Difficulty of transferring sponsorship [14,16] 
Slavery using sponsorship  system [16,17,21] 

3.  Saudi Arabia construction workers 
Workforce is a crucial component in construction industry and without the involvement of skilled, semi-
skilled or unskilled workers; the construction work will not be able to be carried out. In Saudi Arabia 
construction industry, the construction workers are classified into two main groups which are foreign 
workers and immigrant born domestic workers. Most of foreign workers are from different countries 
such as Egypt, Yemen, Pakistan, Turkey, India, Bangladesh and others. In 2013, the kingdom of Saudi 
Arabia employed 9 million migrant workers of which the construction workers represent the largest 
component of this workforce [14]. According to the report in 2016 [22], the total number of foreign 
workers that are working in construction industry is around 4.4 million. These foreign workers prefer to 
work in Saudi Arabia to earn better salary which offers a better life to their relatives at home countries. 
However to work in Saudi Arabia, the workers need to pay large sums of money to recruitment agencies 
in their home countries and causing them debts before starts working. While working in Saudi Arabia, 
these workers face several challenges and issues in their daily life not only related to technical 
construction demanding tasks but also related to their social adaption lifestyle in the country. Hence this 
study explored the challenges and issues faced by construction workers by interviewing senior 
management staffs who are involved in mega construction projects in Makkah city. 

4.  Data collection   
This is an exploratory study where the collected information/data was gathered through semi structured 
interview session with the selected construction experts on issues engulfed construction workers in 
Saudi Arabia. At the initial stage of the interview sessions, the experts were requested to describe their 
general backgrounds related to their involvement in construction industry. Subsequently, they shared 
their experiences related to issues faced by construction workers in Makkah construction industry. In 
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the qualitative approach, selection of experts is vital where the experts should have sound knowledge 
and vast experiences on the subject matter to ensure the reliability and validity of their opinions [23]. 
Moreover according to Fei & Khan [24], the attributes and tangible criteria of an expert are their age 
should be above 30 years old, having 10 years of working experience in construction industry and should 
be continuously work in a particular company for more than 10 years.  

Based on these criteria, this study has identified 11 construction experts who are holding managerial 
positions in their respective company. The demography of the experts involved in this study is shown 
as figure 1. The interview sessions were conducted in face to face mode where the given information 
was captured manually and also electronically. Experts were given ample time to voice their opinions 
on the given topic and gently guided to avoid deviation from the interview’s objectives. The information 
gathered from the interview was converted into transcription for analysing the frequency of the issues 
that highlighted by the experts. 

 

 
#Note: E1: Turkish; E2: Tunisia; E3: Malaysian; E4: Philippines; E5: Indian; E6: Philippines; E7: Sudanese; E8: Indian; E9: Egyptian;             
E10: Jordanian; E11: Turkish. 

Figure 1. Experts’ demography. 

Figure 1 shows the demographics of the experts participated in the interview sessions. All of the 
experts are holding high position in their companies, having working experiences for more than 10 years 
in the construction industry of Saudi Arabia, involved in mega construction projects and handling 
substantial number of workers, this shows that the experts are competent enough and capable to 
participate in the interview sessions. 

5.  Identification of construction workers’ issues 
Worker issues were extracted from the interview information given by the experts. These issues are 
based on the highlighted issues of construction workers by each of the individual experts. The extracted 
issues were mapped in a matrix form for similarity checking amongst the issues and are categorised into 
10 clusters as presented in table 2. 
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Table 2.  Highlighted workers’ issues. 

No. Cluster of issues Numbers of 
highlighted issues 

1 Safety issues 9 
2 Restricted government regulation 8 
3 Demotivated issues 8 
4 Lack of quality workers 8 
5 Poor living quality 6 
6 Communication barriers 5 
7 Adaption issues 4 
8 Poor attitudes 3 
9 Lack of logistical arrangements 3 
10 Lack of education 2 

 
Table 2 shows the identified issues faced by construction workers from the experts’ perspective who 

are very experienced in handling construction projects in Saudi Arabia especially in Makkah city. These 
issues were categorised into 10 clusters where each cluster consists of several numbers of issues which 
being highlighted by the experts during the interview sessions. The first 4 clusters are having 9 and 8 
numbers of issues respectively and these clusters should be given more concerned. The followings are 
the elaborations of the 4 clusters of issues mentioned by the experts during the interview sessions.  

5.1.  Safety issues 
In safety issues, 9 out of 11 experts had highlighted these issues which engulfed construction workers 
in the Makkah construction industry. The first expert expressed the concern on the continuous safety 
violations of workers at site due to loose monitoring. While to the second expert concerned about very 
low awareness of safety regulations/rules by workers. According to the fourth expert, injuries and 
fatalities occurred mainly due to less knowledge and awareness of safety requirements at construction 
sites. The fifth expert mentioned about lack of safety awareness is serious issue among construction 
workers. The sixth and seventh experts have highlighted common issue related to safety which is 
congested accessible area to the project specifically around the Al-haram vicinity which is under the 
pressure and unsafe conditions. Whereas, the eighth expert mentioned that Makkah construction 
industry is suffering from lack of safety issues and not practiced in compliance of high standards. 
Furthermore, the ninth expert and tenth expert have pointed out that most of construction projects in 
Makkah are high rise projects where some companies didn’t train the workers very well to follow strictly 
safety requirements to avoid injuries and fatalities at sites.  

5.2.  Restricted government regulation 
Issues related to restricted government regulation to construction workers had been mentioned by 8 
experts. According to the first expert, insufficient visa to hire more skilled workers and restrictions to 
skilled non-Muslim foreign workers are the forms of restriction on government regulation. This 
condition has constrained the supply of the workers in the industry. While the third expert pointed out 
that unfriendly authority's rules toward workers is a severe issue.  Based on the forth expert view, another 
form of restricted government regulation is lengthy and dependency on Saudi officers to complete 
related procedures. Whereas the sixth expert stated that most common issue that Saudi construction 
workers faced is unfair termination of employees. Also, the eighth expert raised up one important issue 
which is restrictions to form union/associations to fight for their welfare. The ninth expert in agreement 
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with the first expert where he states that insufficient visa to hire more skilled workers and restrictions to 
skilled non-Muslim foreign workers are basic issues faced by construction workers around Makkah 
vicinity. Finally the tenth expert mentioned that restrictions to skilled non-Muslim foreign workers is 
general problem can be faced of companies in the Makkah city.  

5.3.  Demotivated issues 
For demotivated issues, 8 experts had identified the workers’ issues which related to demotivated cluster. 
The first expert mentioned about delay in wage payment which is a demotivated factor to all foreign 
workers who are urgently need to send the money to their homeland. Besides that, the second expert 
highlighted three serious issues that can be form of demotivated factors which are low wages, delay in 
wage payment and extreme hot weather. Whereas third expert stated that less effective working hours 
is due to lack of motivated factors. According to him, workers involved in construction projects around 
holy mosque works only 5.5 effective hours out of 8 hours due to congestion at construction area such 
as holy (Alharam) area and poor monitoring and supervision by site management. Furthermore, the 
fourth expert identified three issues including low wages, lack of motivation to earn overtime pay and 
delay in wages payments. Moreover, the fifth expert considered low wages, unfair wages distribution 
among different nationalities and delay in wage payment as demotivated factors that engulfed 
construction workers. The sixth expert is in agreement with the first expert where he articulated that 
excessive delay in wage payment to workers for more than six months could lead to tremendous disputes 
between workers and management and can lead to protests and strikes at construction site. This issue 
confirmed by the seventh expert where he expressed that delaying in wage payment definitely will cause 
strike at site by workers that leads to stop the work entirely. Likewise, he also addressed that low wages 
demotivated workers and also can cause low productivity. Finally, the eighth expert is completely agreed 
with the fifth expert where he had identified three significant issues engulfed construction workers that 
are low wages, unfair wages distribution among different nationalities and delay in wage payment.  

5.4.  Lack of quality workers 
Lack of quality workers is considered as pertinent issue to construction industry in Saudi Arabia which 
was expressed by 8 experts. According to the first expert, unskilled workers brought under name of 
skilled is common issue faced by construction companies in Saudi Arabia and Makkah city no exception 
where these workers can execute and accomplish poor quality works. While the second expert concerned 
about the works quality being executed by workers as vital issue pertinent to construction workers in 
the Makkah construction industry. Furthermore, the forth expert considered bringing non-skilled 
workers under the name of skilled and quality issues are problems related to construction workers which 
are affecting the required quality of workers. Besides, the fifth expert had mentioned that another issue 
affecting work progress and work quality which is unskilled workforce. While the seventh expert is in 
agreement with the forth expert where he had expressed the issue of bringing non-skilled workers but 
claiming of skilled has compromised the quality issues. Furthermore, the ninth expert raised up very 
important issue engulfed construction workforce which is lack of experience. To a certain extent, the 
tenth expert had stated lack of training sessions provided to workers is another issue surrounded 
construction workers and finally, eleventh expert mentioned that lack of quality workers is popular issue 
among construction organizations in Saudi Arabia. 

6.  Conclusion 
Construction workers face many issues in their daily life not only related to technical construction 
demanding tasks but also related to their social adaption lifestyle in the country. This paper had 
presented the identified issues surrounded construction workers in Makkah city from the senior 
management staffs perspectives that have been working for more than 10 years in Saudi Arabia. The 
identified issues faced by the Saudi construction workers are categorized in 10 clusters which are safety 
issues, restricted government regulation, demotivated issues, lack of quality workers, poor living quality, 
communication barriers, adaption issues, poor attitudes, lack of logistical arrangements and lack of 
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education. The experts have highlighted several recommendations to the Saudi Arabia construction 
practitioners in dealing with their workers’ issues for ensuring success construction projects as 
summarized as following:   

 
1. Construction managers should ensure the importance of safety rules and requirements to be 

followed strictly at site.  
2. Construction leaders should carry out several safety inductions, safety toolbox talks until they 

find improvements of safety issues at site. 
3. Supervision team should ensure high work productivity with free injuries and fatalities. 
4. Construction companies should educate workers well about general hazards at construction site 

to avoid injuries and fatalities. 
5. Project managers should request the authority for more visa quota and also invite several sub-

contractors in order to overcome any shortage of manpower at construction site. 
6. Project managers should assure regular salary payment on time to the workers even during 

negative cash flow period. 
7. Project managers must secure sufficient cash flow throughout project lifecycle by saving either 

part of the advance payment or make an agreement with a bank for loan from the beginning of 
the project. Also, explain to the client about financial difficulty and request to get some loans 
which can be deducted from future progress payments. Likewise, they should look for other 
financial sources from other projects which are well financed.  

8. Construction leaders should distribute wages fairly based on skills and experience of the workers 
not based on nationality. 

9. Project managers should resolve low wage issue by giving some incentives or bonus to workers, 
and also to allow overtime motivation to improve their financial status. 

10. In regards of excessive delay wage payment, project managers should have sufficient petty cash 
in order to secure at least the basic daily needs/requirements for the workers and their families. 

11. Also, project managers should resolve delay in wage payment issue by controlling efficiently the 
project resources and must secure regular monthly salaries to workers. 

12. Hot weather will affect worker’s health and definitely will decrease worker’s productivity. 
Therefore, project managers should re-schedule working hours to be from 6am to 11am and from 
3pm to 6pm instead of 6:30am to 5:30pm. Moreover, project managers should allocate sufficient 
cold water containers on different parts of the project which may lessen the pain caused by 
extreme hot weather. 

13. To maintain high quality of work, construction companies should conduct regular audit on 
supervision team include Forman and site engineers as well as construction managers. Also 
project managers should increase supervision and quality assurance and quality control (QA/QC) 
team in order to avoid repetition of poor quality works. Besides, construction companies should 
train well the available non-skilled or semi-skilled workers in order to lessen construction 
mistakes, defective and poor executed works.  

14. It is highly recommended for construction companies to test/assess new workers properly before 
they come to work place. 

15. Construction companies should provide healthy food to workers to be fit for construction tasks, 
accommodation and transportation also should be proper. Also, the shower unit and other 
welfares must be provided to workers in good conditions. 

16. Construction leaders should be able to communicate effectively with workers either by using 
proper translator or using common language which is well understood by all to overcome 
communication barriers at site. 

17. The construction leaders should establish good relations with their workers in order to reduce 
homesick issue. Most important compensation for being away from home is the sincere relations 
of workers with their managers; top managements should act like father while the Forman should 
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be their big brother and workers should treat each other as close friends and thus, lessen the 
psychological pain that they may suffer. 

18. Construction companies must arrange orientation programs to workers and must highlight all 
unique issues related to Saudi Arabia environment to assist workers to be familiarized to the 
Saudi culture.    

19. Construction companies should improve its logistical requirements and arrangements. 
20. Finally, construction managers should train new and un-educated workers and ensure they are 

well qualified for construction operations.  
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