1.5

THE VIEW OF INDUSTRY

It is clear from our consultation that
industry needs to be innovative to:
 deal with the changes
demanded by clients and
specifiers
 take advantage of the
opportunities presented by
suppliers
 deal with external pressures
such as demographics and
legislation.
Employers identify four reasons why
innovation is required:
1. To improve the performance of
the industry
2. To integrate the construction
industry supply chain
3. To address external pressures
on the workforce, including skill
shortages, demographics and
legislation
4. To introduce new management
styles that deal with external
pressures and accommodate
the workforce of the future.
Additionally, some argue for change
in the selection and procurement
practices of clients.
Having identified these areas of need,
the consultation reveals a number of
barriers that will slow the pace of
innovation. These barriers are around
the market structure, the business
case for change, the buying
behaviour (which differs from the
procurement policy) of clients,
technical uncertainty and skill issues.

If industry has a collective view1, then
it is one of healthy scepticism of
innovation and change. This
scepticism appears, from our
consultation, to decrease as the size
of the company increases, suggesting
it is the larger companies that will
bring innovation into the industry and
then take their suppliers and others
with them.

1.6

The skills change in the industry is
mapped in detail in Section 5,
showing the change at each level of
employment in the sector. This map is
based on the consultation process
and our use of the national
occupational standards to profile
skills in the construction industry.
It is clear from this report that
employers’ skill requirements are
structured by their existing business
strategies; this approach will equip
the sector with the workforce for
today but does not address the
future. We found evidence of latent
skill gaps in the sector. By this we
mean skill gaps that are either hidden
to employers or, if known, are not a
priority. If the average construction
company were to adopt a more
innovative approach and make
better use of the technologies
presented, then skill gaps would
become more apparent as an
inhibitor to the business and the
pressure on the company (and
CITB-ConstructionSkills) to address
them would increase.
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4

THE IMPLICATIONS FOR
SKILLS

It is almost impossible to represent accurately
the broad range of UK construction companies
as a single entity

The workforce strategy that emerges
has three strands. Firstly, increase the
volumes of skilled tradespeople
available to the industry, helping
construction managers achieve
greater productivity and quality.
Secondly, equip the managers (from
site manager through to director),
with a number of new skills necessary
to deal with change and innovation.
Those involved in the consultation felt
that this development of management
skills will provide a better climate for
innovation, in both what the sector
builds and how it builds. The third
and final strand of the strategy is to
continue, through programmes like
Skills Foresight, to inform employers
of the potential resulting from the
acquisition of new skills.





Improving external recruitment –
The industry is perceived as
resistant to recruiting and
developing people from other
industries, yet newcomers could
and do bring new ideas and
improve construction. It is
probable that this attitude may
change over time as
demographic pressures are felt.
Multi-skilled individuals or the
integrated multidisciplinary team
– The shift from strictly
demarcated trades to multiskilling is a current and ongoing
issue for construction. While
traditionally the worktops in a
kitchen may have been fitted by
a carpenter, the plumbing
installed by a plumber and the
electrics by an electrician,
increasingly, and particularly in
refurbishment, such tasks are all
performed by one individual,
who has a proportion of the
skills of each of these
specialists. From the other side,
such tasks are becoming
increasingly easy for less skilled
people to perform thanks to
innovations like push fit
connectors. In a larger project
environment, the emphasis is on
building a skilled
multidisciplinary team with the
ability to sort out any problem
that confronts it.

4.1.4 New management techniques
A key area for change and innovation
is how the sector is managed. The
consultation suggested a significant
shift in the style of management.
 Shift from ‘firefighting’ to
planning and strategy – A
significant problem in the
industry is the emphasis of cure



over prevention. Managers are
respected and rewarded for
working around problems but
not for ensuring they don’t
happen. For example, if a
critical component is ordered
late and compresses schedules
at the end of a job, a manager
who uses expensive overtime
and drives the workforce to
complete the job on time, wins
kudos that a manager who
placed the order on time and
ran an uneventful, competent
build, might not. Employers also
cited that there was a certain
excitement associated with
retrieving jobs that have not
gone to plan. Finally, there may
even be a financial incentive for
contractors to come up against
unexpected circumstances,
particularly if the costs of
rectifying them fall on their
clients. It was argued that the
industry needs to move away
from this culture, to one where
delivery on time and to
specification is scheduled and
realised as a matter of course.
A higher calibre of leadership
will be required – The people
we spoke with questioned if the
leadership of the industry was
up to the challenge of
understanding, responding to,
implementing and profiting from
the changes that the industry
will experience over the medium
to long term. Better scheduling,
planning and strategy are
demanded by new technologies
and processes, and companies
that fail to grasp these chances
may find themselves left behind.

4.2

THE BARRIERS TO
INNOVATION

The consultation revealed a number
of significant barriers to change and
innovation. These were grounded in
the commercial reality of having to
maximise the current profit in the
current operating climate. One could
argue that this business focus is
wrong, but those we spoke to in the
industry are not making this argument
– perhaps the culture of denial and
focus on short-term profit is the
biggest barrier to innovation.
4.2.1 The business case
Consultation revealed the industry
does not perceive that the business
case for innovation and change is
sufficiently well proven. Their
comments included:
 Whilst many clients aspire to
innovation and even pay for it in
design, few will translate this
aspiration into build techniques.
 Clients won’t let contractors
sufficiently close to the concept
design and building
procurement processes to allow
them to bring new ideas to
construction.
 The sector does not perceive
that it needs innovation – those
that are in business are (by
definition) making a profit from
what they do over the term that
they are measured.
 The more profitable companies
with higher value added cannot
necessarily trace their success
back to innovation.
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The use of lowest cost
tendering forces the market to
the cheapest approach; the cost
of innovation both in developing
and refining an idea will, in the
short-term, increase costs.
Whilst this cost increase may be
only short-term, it could mean
that the company wins no
contracts in that period.
In a project-based environment
where each contract is a oneoff, there is little scope for, or
return on, investment in
research and development.





4.2.2 Market environment
The consultation revealed the
perception that the market is not
structured for innovation. Comments
included:
 Innovation, by definition, is the
flow of new ideas into
commercial practice. Such a
flow of ideas requires time to
develop each idea, a place to
test it and then opportunities to
refine it. Construction is largely
a project environment where the
lowest cost bid wins and there
is little standardisation of
product. This environment does
not allow sufficient margin to
fund the innovation process and
has few opportunities for
repetition over which to refine
an idea.
 The large numbers of small
companies that make up the
sector do not have the type of
work or business model that
calls for innovation. One-off
projects, as stated above, are
unsuitable for refining ideas.
Many small and medium-sized
construction companies make
money from keeping their fixed
workforce on site and selling-on
subcontract labour at a
premium.
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The clients are risk averse and
do not understand either the
potential or scope for
innovation. Most clients do not
give the contractor sufficient
continuity of business over
which to develop and refine
innovative approaches and
techniques.
For many clients and
contractors, radical approaches
to both construction and
construction management carry
too much uncertainty – the
business case is not apparent
and the perceived risk too high.
Whilst the current methods
work for them they won’t ‘mend
what isn’t broken’.
The construction supply chain
separates design, project
management, build and
materials supply with little
continuity of companies or
people from one project to
another. Hence on completion
of the project the team breaks
up and often loses the accrued
learning.

4.2.3 Market demand
The consultation revealed a belief that
the market drivers for innovation are
insufficient. It was inferred through
their comments that:
 There is no new market for the
construction industry to create
by being innovative, unlike for
example the electronics
industry, which has not only
invented a technology but also
created a market for it in the
last thirty years.
 The customer cannot go for an
alternative approach. If the
railway network fails then the
consumer moves to the road,
but there is no major alternative
to the construction industry.





The current level of innovation is
sufficient for most to make
sufficient money.
The constraint on building land
is the main driver of profit in the
sector, especially in
housebuilding. Any building in
the correct location will sell,
regardless of whether innovative
features are used in its
construction or not. Thus
innovation brings risk, yet is not
required to maintain profit
margins either through reduced
cost or added value, so
conventional methods are likely
to continue to dominate.

4.2.4 Technical issues
The consultation revealed a riskaverse culture. It was inferred through
their comments that:
 The conflict between innovation
and predictability is not yet
resolved. Although many of the
technology and process
innovations offered in the sector
promise improved predictability,
they are not perceived to
compete well with current
methods that offer a high
degree of predictability because
they have undergone numerous
iterations. The introduction of
unknown variables into the
construction process carries a
risk that challenges the sector,
even if the long-term benefits
may outweigh these risks.
 The industry is burdened by a
heritage of bad choices.
Participants in the consultation
focussed on some of the
projects undertaken in the
1950s and 1960s, particularly
schools, hospitals and high-rise
social housing. It was
suggested that the era of
comparative experimentalism
has created a legacy of flawed,

Strategy relating to construction
management
This is an area for attention to fix both
present problems and future
demands. There is a need to provide
a programme to upskill the existing
workforce and influence the university
and further education providers to
deliver construction managers who
increase site productivity, take out
costs and who can consistently
deliver.

The conclusions from this research
and previous foresight studies
suggest that the site manager,
planner and bid manager are three
roles where new skills and greater
competence will deliver advantages
to the industry.
The immediate need is to improve the
quality with which the construction
process is managed. The bid
manager needs a greater
understanding of the concept of value
and risk; the planner needs to deliver
better and more robust plans; the site

manager needs a greater ability to
ensure that the plans are followed. All
need to better understand the
construction process and use that
vision to pre-empt and prevent
problems.
Perhaps as this layer of middle
managers becomes better at both
conventional and modern methods of
construction and runs projects that
deliver on time, to quality and on
budget, so will the rate of adoption of
innovation increase.
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