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Abstract 

The construction industry faces persistent ethical challenges that extend beyond legal 

compliance, encompassing workplace safety, labor practices, environmental stewardship, 

bid integrity, and project transparency. This essay argues that construction professionals 

must uphold higher ethical principles than mere legal compliance, as empirical evidence 

shows that ethical failures directly contribute to worker fatalities, project failures, 

environmental degradation, and the erosion of public trust. Through examination of real-

world cases and research-based frameworks, this paper demonstrates that ethical 

leadership, even when costly in the short term, produces superior long-term outcomes for 

workers, companies, communities, and the profession itself. 
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Introduction 

The construction industry stands at a critical ethical crossroads. Although regulations 

define minimum standards for safety, labor, environmental protection, and business 

conduct, the realities of project delivery often introduce conflicts that laws alone cannot 

resolve. As deadlines shorten, budgets narrow, and competitive pressures mount, 

professionals must make difficult choices, balancing safety, quality, and transparency 

against time and cost constraints. 

Such challenges reveal that legality does not always equate to integrity. Given the 

industry’s vast influence on public safety, environmental sustainability, and economic 

development, construction professionals bear a responsibility to uphold ethical principles 

that exceed compliance. This essay examines how ethical leadership anchored in 

accountability, transparency, and respect for human and environmental well-being 

ultimately strengthens both the profession and the communities it serves. 

1. The Landscape of Ethical Challenges in Construction 

The construction industry confronts several recurring ethical challenges that span 

individual, organizational, and institutional levels. These conflicts commonly arise in 

areas such as safety and quality, labor practices, environmental compliance, transparency, 

and procurement (Sohail & Cavill, 2008). These challenges are not isolated incidents but 

rather systemic problems reflecting deeper structural issues within the industry. 

1.1 Workplace Safety: The Human Cost of Ethical Failures 

Construction remains one of the most hazardous industries globally. In the United States, 

construction workers account for roughly 20% of all workplace fatalities despite 

https://ascelibrary.org/doi/abs/10.1061/(ASCE)0733-9364(2008)134:9(729)
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representing only 7% of the workforce (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2024). These 

numbers emphasize that true safety requires more than compliance; it requires an 

enduring ethical commitment to every worker’s well-being. 

 

Figure 1: Fatal falls, slips, and trips in selected industries, all ownerships (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2023). 

In 2023, A4S LLC faced manslaughter charges after a worker died in a trench collapse, 

with OSHA finding that the company knowingly ignored required trench protections 

despite previous cave-ins (U.S. Department of Labor, 2023). As shown in Figure 1, 

construction consistently records disproportionately high fatal injury rates, particularly 

from falls, slips, and trips, and in 2023 had the highest number of fall-related deaths of 

any industry (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2025). 

https://www.bls.gov/news.release/cfoi.nr0.htm
https://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2025/fatal-falls-in-the-construction-industry-in-2023.htm
https://www.dol.gov/newsroom/releases/osha/osha20230830-0?utm
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/cfoi.nr0.htm
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1.2 Labor Practices: Dignity, Equity, and Fair Treatment 

Beyond immediate safety concerns, the construction industry faces persistent ethical 

challenges regarding labor practices, including wage theft, exploitation of immigrant 

workers, excessive working hours, job insecurity, and inadequate benefits. These issues 

disproportionately affect vulnerable populations and reflect systemic power imbalances 

within the industry (Glass et al., 2011).  

1.3 Environmental Stewardship: Obligations Beyond Compliance 

The construction industry produces about 37% of global carbon emissions and significant 

waste, pollution, and habitat loss (UNEP, 2022). Despite stricter regulations, substantial 

environmental harm remains legally permissible. As Figure 2 shows, sustainability and 

environmental ethics are unevenly reflected in professional codes, with few explicitly 

addressing resource efficiency or ecosystem protection(Adebayo et al., 2024).  

 
Figure 1: Frequency of sustainability-related phrases in professional codes of ethics within civil engineering (Quapp 

&amp; Holschemacher, 2024). 

https://repository.tudelft.nl/file/File_e8315b9d-49c2-4ed5-a180-eb45a7d7bfd3
https://www.unep.org/resources/report/building-materials-and-climate-constructing-new-future
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Nsisong-Eyo-Udo/publication/388075772_Sustainable_procurement_practices_Balancing_compliance_ethics_and_cost-_effectiveness/links/67897d9d98c4e967fa662c52/Sustainable-procurement-practices-Balancing-compliance-ethics-and-cost-effectiveness.pdf
https://ascelibrary.org/doi/10.1061/JLADAH.LADR-1115
https://ascelibrary.org/doi/10.1061/JLADAH.LADR-1115
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1.4 Project Transparency and Accountability 

Subcontractors, suppliers, regulators, and community stakeholders all shape the complex 

network of modern construction projects, creating opportunities for communication 

failures, competing interests, and lapses in accountability. Transparency issues can arise 

when teams withhold risk information, manipulate change orders, issue overly optimistic 

progress reports, or overlook conflicts of interest in material or subcontractor selection 

(Ofori, 2012). 

Research demonstrates that a lack of transparency directly contributes to project failures, 

cost overruns, disputes, and erosion of client trust. In the United States, large-scale 

studies by the McKinsey Global Institute found that poor communication and limited 

visibility into project performance were among the leading causes of schedule delays and 

budget overruns across major infrastructure projects (McKinsey Global Institute 2017). 

In many cases, early identification of design or foundation issues could have prevented 

multimillion-dollar losses and costly litigation. 

1.5 Bid Practices and Procurement Integrity 

Procurement is one of the most ethically challenged areas in construction, marked by 

practices such as bid rigging, collusion, bid shopping, artificially low bids recovered 

through change orders, kickbacks, and political interference. In 2023, for example, the 

U.S. Department of Justice charged several Connecticut contractors for conspiring to rig 

bids and divide municipal construction contracts, defrauding taxpayers and undermining 

fair competition (U.S. Department of Justice, 2023). Ethical procurement requires 

transparency, objective evaluation criteria, strong conflict-of-interest policies, and the 

https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9780203847350-5/transparency-construction-george-ofori
https://www.mckinsey.com/%7E/media/mckinsey/business%20functions/operations/our%20insights/reinventing%20construction%20through%20a%20productivity%20revolution/mgi-reinventing-construction-executive-summary.pdf
https://www.justice.gov/archives/opa/pr/two-companies-plead-guilty-bid-rigging-scheme-insulation-contracts
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courage to challenge corrupt practices. For individual professionals, this means refusing 

bid-rigging schemes, rejecting kickbacks, and reporting misconduct even at personal risk 

(Alozie, 2022; Pandit, 2023). 

2. The Case for Ethics Beyond Legal Compliance 

Having surveyed the landscape of ethical challenges, the central question remains: 

Should construction professionals limit themselves to legal compliance, or should they 

embrace higher ethical standards? Three compelling arguments support the latter 

position: the inadequacy of law as a complete ethical guide, the empirical consequences 

of ethical versus unethical conduct, and the professional obligations inherent in 

construction practice. 

2.1 The Inadequacy of Legal Minimums 

Legal regulations, while essential, are too limited to serve as complete ethical guides. 

Laws are reactive, set only minimum standards, vary across jurisdictions, and often fail to 

address new risks. A compliance-only mindset can slip into “What can we get away 

with?” rather than “What is right?” (Sohail & Cavill, 2008). Some laws have even 

permitted practices now seen as unethical, showing that professional ethics must 

sometimes rise above or challenge legal requirements. 

2.2 Empirical Consequences of Ethical Conduct 

Empirical research shows that ethical conduct consistently leads to better project 

outcomes, while unethical behavior produces measurable harms. Studies of major 

construction projects found that unethical stakeholder behavior strongly predicted 

failures, cost overruns, delays, quality problems, and safety incidents (Ofori, 2012), 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Modestus-Alozie/publication/396179457_International_Journal_of_Engineering_Technology_Research_Management_SUSTAINABLE_PROCUREMENT_PRACTICES_IN_CONSTRUCTION_PROJECTS_DRIVING_ECO-FRIENDLY_INFRASTRUCTURE_ETHICAL_CONTRACTING_AND_LONG-TERM_RES/links/68e0710e220a341aa152b5f6/International-Journal-of-Engineering-Technology-Research-Management-SUSTAINABLE-PROCUREMENT-PRACTICES-IN-CONSTRUCTION-PROJECTS-DRIVING-ECO-FRIENDLY-INFRASTRUCTURE-ETHICAL-CONTRACTING-AND-LONG-TERM-R.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Aditya-Pandit-8/publication/388758019_ETHICAL_CHALLENGES_IN_CONSTRUCTION_PROCUREMENT_ENSURING_TRANSPARENCY_IN_SUBCONTRACTOR_SELECTION/links/67a7fbde4c479b26c9dab26f/ETHICAL-CHALLENGES-IN-CONSTRUCTION-PROCUREMENT-ENSURING-TRANSPARENCY-IN-SUBCONTRACTOR-SELECTION.pdf
https://ascelibrary.org/doi/abs/10.1061/(ASCE)0733-9364(2008)134:9(729)
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9780203847350-5/transparency-construction-george-ofori
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whereas ethically managed projects performed better across all measures. Research on 

corruption further shows that unethical procurement inflates costs, weakens 

infrastructure, and erodes public trust. Companies with strong ethical safety cultures have 

significantly lower accident rates, and firms that treat sustainability as an ethical 

commitment, not just compliance, innovate in ways that reduce waste and improve 

efficiency (Adebayo et al., 2024). Early adopters of sustainable practices often gain a 

competitive advantage as regulations and client expectations tighten. 

2.3 Professional Obligations and the Social Contract 

The strongest case for ethics beyond compliance arises from construction’s role as a 

profession with a social contract to serve the public. Professions rely on specialized 

knowledge, self-regulation, and commitment to the public good; in return, practitioners 

must remain competent, uphold ethical standards, and protect public welfare. Because 

construction decisions affect safety, finances, and the environment, professionals carry 

duties that exceed legal minimums. An engineer’s stamp signals responsible work, and a 

contractor’s acceptance of a project implies ethical execution. Codes such as those of 

ASCE and AGC reinforce these higher obligations, emphasizing safety, integrity, and 

fairness. 

3. Practical Frameworks for Ethical Decision-Making 

Recognizing the need for ethics beyond compliance raises practical questions about how 

professionals should navigate dilemmas. Several approaches offer guidance. First, 

stakeholder analysis helps identify all affected parties and their legitimate claims. 

Second, structured decision-making models guide professionals to clarify ethical issues, 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Nsisong-Eyo-Udo/publication/388075772_Sustainable_procurement_practices_Balancing_compliance_ethics_and_cost-_effectiveness/links/67897d9d98c4e967fa662c52/Sustainable-procurement-practices-Balancing-compliance-ethics-and-cost-effectiveness.pdf
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evaluate alternatives, consult codes of conduct, seek peer input, and base choices on 

reasoned judgment rather than expedience. Third, organizational culture is critical; 

studies show that ethics training, clear policies, whistleblower protections, visible ethical 

leadership, and accountability systems that reward integrity all support ethical action 

(Glass et al., 2011). Finally, procurement reform offers a systemic solution: when owners 

include ethics criteria, require transparency in labor practices, and assess safety culture 

and environmental stewardship alongside price, they create incentives for ethical 

behavior  (Adebayo et al., 2024). 

4. Addressing Objections and Challenges 

Critics argue that requiring higher standards than legal compliance imposes unfair 

disadvantages on ethical firms. In the short term, ethical conduct may involve higher 

costs or foregone opportunities. However, evidence suggests that competitive 

disadvantages diminish as ethical practices become industry norms and as clients 

increasingly value integrity (Alozie, 2022). 

Some argue that ethics is subjective, and professionals should rely only on legal 

standards. However, professional ethics are collective judgments tied to the profession’s 

responsibilities, not personal opinions. Construction professionals must lead by example, 

showing that ethical leadership protects integrity and creates lasting value for clients, 

communities, and the profession  (Cooper, 2024). 

Conclusion 

The construction industry must choose between treating ethics as mere legal compliance 

or embracing broader responsibilities to society. This essay supports the latter view, 

https://repository.tudelft.nl/file/File_e8315b9d-49c2-4ed5-a180-eb45a7d7bfd3
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Nsisong-Eyo-Udo/publication/388075772_Sustainable_procurement_practices_Balancing_compliance_ethics_and_cost-_effectiveness/links/67897d9d98c4e967fa662c52/Sustainable-procurement-practices-Balancing-compliance-ethics-and-cost-effectiveness.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Modestus-Alozie/publication/396179457_International_Journal_of_Engineering_Technology_Research_Management_SUSTAINABLE_PROCUREMENT_PRACTICES_IN_CONSTRUCTION_PROJECTS_DRIVING_ECO-FRIENDLY_INFRASTRUCTURE_ETHICAL_CONTRACTING_AND_LONG-TERM_RES/links/68e0710e220a341aa152b5f6/International-Journal-of-Engineering-Technology-Research-Management-SUSTAINABLE-PROCUREMENT-PRACTICES-IN-CONSTRUCTION-PROJECTS-DRIVING-ECO-FRIENDLY-INFRASTRUCTURE-ETHICAL-CONTRACTING-AND-LONG-TERM-R.pdf
https://www.preprints.org/frontend/manuscript/6dbc70940bb687c1e19c8b5ab018d5d2/download_pub
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arguing that legal minimums offer limited guidance, while ethical leadership improves 

outcomes and upholds the duty to protect the public good. 

While ethical choices may reduce profits, ultimately, they prevent far greater harms and 

strengthen trust. Moreover, professionals who act with integrity take pride in work that 

serves more than profit and reflects the highest standards of the field. 

The late James L. Allhands, for whom this competition is named, exemplified the 

principle that construction professionals bear responsibilities beyond profit and 

compliance. His legacy calls today’s practitioners to similar commitments: to view their 

work not merely as business but as a calling that demands ethical excellence.  

The future of the construction industry depends on decisions made today. The choice 

between compliance minimums and ethical excellence will determine not only the 

profession’s legacy but also the safety, sustainability, and integrity of the built 

environment for generations to come. 
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