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Abstract 

The United Kingdom’s (UK) construction industry is facing an ever-increasing skills shortage 

and is experiencing the highest density of shortages across all other sectors. The skills shortage 

is extensively explored, but research rarely considers whether the skills shortage directly 

contributes to the rising cost of construction. This research explores the severity of the current 

skills shortage; identifies the causes; assesses the affects upon rising costs and finally, 

ascertains the consequences and recognises the strategies that help to alleviate the skills 

shortage. A mixed methodological approach was adopted in this study. A total of seventy-eight 

(78) questionnaires and three (3) semi-structured interviews were conducted using purposive 

sampling. The complimentary data were statistically and thematically analysed, respectively. 

Existing literature tends to separate time, cost and quality (TCQ) but the findings from this 

study reveal that industry professionals are reluctant to separate cost from other project 

variables. They believe all issues have direct and indirect implications on project costs. 

Additionally, measures intended to reduce the industry’s skills shortage e.g., the direct 

employment mandate for public works may be driving up project costs even further. This 

research offers pragmatic recommendations to organisations using insights from practitioners 

and policy influencers which can help mitigate the skills shortage crisis and improve project 

costs as well. 
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1. Introduction 

The construction industry plays a key role in the United Kingdom’s (UK) economy through 

contributing £138bn in value, amounting to 9% of the total gross domestic product and 

employing 3.1m people in 2016 (Chartered Institute of Building (CIOB), 2019a). However, the 

industry is facing an ever-increasing skills shortage and is experiencing the highest density of 

shortages across all other sectors (Department for Education (DFE), 2018a). Construction 

employers are struggling to fill over a third of all vacancies due to insufficient skills, 

threatening not only the stability of the industry but the wider economy (ibid). Worryingly, 

Light (2017) predicts that the greatest challenge lies ahead with the industry needing to recruit 

over 400,000 people each year to successfully meet the increasing demand. 

There are many underlining causes of the skills shortage, namely, the poor image of the 

industry; the failure to attract and train the younger generation; an ageing workforce and a lack 

of apprenticeships. Aboagye-Nimo, Wood and Collision (2019) believe that the industry 

harvests a sexist culture that discourages women from joining. Whilst, the dwindling number 

of apprenticeships inevitably contributes to the skills shortage (Construction Industry Training 

Board (CITB), 2018). Subsequently, costs are spiralling; the industry is failing to meet demand; 

quality issues are widespread; increased delays; stagnant productivity, and compromises to 

health and safety. Wages are rising greater than the whole economy average and triggering the 

cost of construction to soar (Office for National Statistics (ONS), 2019a; Royal Institute of 

Chartered Surveyors (RICS), 2015; Dainty et al, 2000). While Saraswat (2016) suggests that 

the skills shortage contributes to the UK’s long-standing productivity gap with France, 
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Germany and the United States of America (USA). Nevertheless, the industry continues to 

attempt to alleviate the skills shortage through enhancing education and training; attracting 

more women and ethnic minorities; investing in technology and a return to direct employment. 

The DFE (2019) suggests that the introduction of T-Levels strides to be a game changer. 

T-Levels are an alternative to A levels, apprenticeships and other 16 to 19 courses. It is 

equivalent to 3 A-levels and focuses on vocational skills (HM Government, 2021). Whereas 

Dromey, et al (2017) recommend investing in technology to reduce the demand for labour. 

This research investigates whether the current skills shortage facing the UK construction 

industry is a key contributory factor leading to the rising cost of construction projects. In 

achieving this, the paper identifies the causes of the skills shortage and also explores the 

consequences of the crisis as well as proposed strategies to alleviate the predicament. 

 

2. The UK construction industry 

2.1 Overview of UK construction skills shortage 

The UK construction industry is facing an escalating skills shortage that urgently needs 

addressing (DFE, 2018a; Newton, 2019). The industry is experiencing the highest density of 

shortages across all other sectors (DFE, 2018a). The DFE (2018a) concluded that over a third 

of construction firms are struggling to fill vacant positions. The comprehensive government 

source of intelligence derives from one of the largest business surveys in the world (ibid). 

However, the construction industry has historically always grappled with skills shortages 

(Newton, 2019). Back in 2009, 77% of members from the CIOB believed a skills shortage 

existed (CIOB, 2013). While Dainty et al (2004, p. 275) suggest that the skills shortage “has 
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been a recurrent problem over the past thirty years” and remains a perennial dilemma. 

Nonetheless, the Select Committee on National Policy for the Built Environment (2016) admits 

that the skills shortage is at its highest since 1998. The current skills shortage appears severe 

and emerges as a major threat to the industry. 

 

2.2 Causes of the skills shortage 

There are numerous causes of skills shortage. These range from the industry not being 

attractive to failure to recruit in the midst of an aging population in the sector. 

 

2.2.1 Poor image of the industry 

One of the major causes of the skills shortage is that construction attracts too few women and 

ethnic minorities; 86% of the workforce are male, while 96% identify as white (CITB, 2017). 

Prospective entrants believe that construction is dominated by white males, who promote a 

competitive and threatening environment that rejects and undermines underrepresented groups 

(Gurjao, 2017; CIOB, 2013). The culture of sexism not only discourages women, but it 

disheartens younger males from entering the industry (Aboagye-Nimo et al, 2019). Their study 

further sheds light on the barriers encountered by women in construction thereby highlighting 

another contributor to the skills shortage. Such poor practices have been found to lead to 

decreased self-esteem and confidence amongst women. 

 

2.2.2 Failure to attract and train the younger generation 

Research examining the opinions of CIOB members on the skills shortage concluded that the 

industry is notoriously bad at attracting students (CIOB, 2019b). Only 40% of 14- to 
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19-year-olds consider pursuing construction roles (Department for Business, Innovation and 

Skills, 2013). This is due to an education system that focuses on academic ability with 

respondents believing that construction is for “people who do not get into college or 

university” (ibid: 16). Alternatively, the CITB’s (2017) study found that a third of employers 

believed that youngsters were poorly prepared for the reality of working in construction. 

Dainty et al (2017) 2017) agreed by highlighting the fragmented approach and 

underinvestment in education and training as a major issue. 

 

2.2.3 Ageing workforce 

Mohamed et al (2017) state that the aging society reflects the construction workforce. The 

CITB (2018) strengthens this belief by stating that the ever-increasing ageing workforce 

contributes to the skills shortage with 47% of the industry over the age of 45. This results in a 

ticking “time bomb” with insufficient “new blood” entering the industry (Moncaster and Dillon, 

2018). Eaves et al (2016) concluded that the manual duties of construction make working into 

later life a challenge. This is due to construction workers being at high risk to injury and ill 

health from their duties (ibid). Their research investigated operatives’ understandings of their 

health at work and forming methods of making their duties safer. More importantly, many of 

those approaching retirement decide against prolonging their working life (CIOB, 2019b). 

 

2.3 Consequences of the skills shortage 

There are numerous consequences of the looming skills shortage. Literature on some of these 

consequences are discussed in this section to set the scene for later discussion. 
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2.3.1 Rising cost 

The skills shortage is driving a “sharp acceleration in wage growth” and the cost of 

construction to soar (RICS, 2018). Construction wages rose by 5.2% more than the whole 

economy average of 3.4% between March to May 2018 and 2019 (ONS, 2019a). Skills 

shortage reduces productivity and thus increases overall project costs as a result (Zhang et al, 

2019). However, Hamid and Waterman (2018) argue that the skills shortage is not the only 

contributing factor to the rising cost of construction. They also identified changes in design, 

inflation, and the increase of material prices to be the key contributors. 

 

2.3.2 Failure to meet demand 

The ONS (2019b) reports that construction orders fell by 13.2% in 2018; the first decline in 

growth since 2011. This may indicate that businesses are unable to source sufficiently skilled 

labour to meet demand. Dromey et al (2017) agree by insisting that the skills shortage 

represents the second most significant constraint on output. Whilst the Select Committee on 

National Policy for the Built Environment (2016) concludes that the skills shortage is another 

key component for the under-delivery of new housing. Only 41% of RICS members named the 

skills shortage as an obstacle to growth; the joint lowest in over five years (RICS, 2019). 

 

2.3.3 Quality issues 

Through the ‘Modernise or Die’ report, Farmer (2016) shares concerns that the quality 

promises made by the industry are not often delivered. This underperformance is begrudgingly 

accepted by both clients and the industry (Farmer, 2016). Survey data found that a significant 
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percentage of construction employers are finding it difficult to meet quality standards with the 

current skills shortage (Alencastro et al, 2018). Statistics suggest that the direct cost of 

avoidable quality errors stands at £5bn per annum and is higher than the average profit levels 

of 3% across the industry (Get It Right Initiative, 2019). In the above report, major UK 

construction firms including Balfour Beatty, Morgan Sindall and Wilmott Dixon agreed that 

although materials, energy and time play a role in quality issues, the need to recruit skilled 

workers remains paramount (ibid: 9). Furthermore, it was revealed that the excessive 

commercial (financial and time) pressure on the existing limited workforce results in additional 

quality issues. 

 

2.3.4 Productivity decrease 

The productivity of the industry appears to be deteriorating simultaneously with the widening 

skills shortage; a correlation exists. Productivity fell by 4.8% in 2018 (ONS, 2019b). Saraswat 

(2016) suggests that the skills shortage contributes to the UK’s long-standing productivity gap 

with France, Germany and the USA. On the contrary, Naoum’s (2015) research into the factors 

influencing labour productivity on construction sites implies that the skills shortage has a 

negligible impact upon productivity. However, the study focuses solely on main contractors 

rather than small-to-medium enterprises, who undertake most of the construction activities. 

 

2.4 Strategies to alleviate the skills shortage 

Education and training offer an avenue to help ease the skills crisis. However, the DFE’s 

(2018b) records show that the spend per construction trainee reached £4,510 in 2017. This is 
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amongst the top two spending sectors since 2013; indicating that money alone cannot solve the 

problem (DFE, 2018b). There appears to be a continued discord between training authorities, 

employers and trainees (Saraswat, 2016). Daniel et al (2020) warned that the apprenticeship 

system relies on the “goodwill” of the employer and suggest a need for greater integration 

between the parties. 

The construction industry also fails to attract women and ethnic minorities. Only 14% of 

all construction positions are held by women and ethnic minorities represent only 5.4% (House 

of Commons, 2019; CLC, 2018). Gurjao (2017, p. 32) recommends that employers must 

“…implement creative solutions, such as re-training…, flexitime, part-time working… and job 

sharing” to attract a wider audience. It is important for the industry to eradicate the stigma of a 

white-male dominated sector in order to entice more women and ethnic minorities 

(Aboagye-Nimo et al, 2019). Ultimately, the industry requires a major overhaul to remove the 

demeaning and reluctant to change culture (Gurjao, 2017). 

In another instance, almost 80% of all trade labour are self-employed (Vershinina et al, 

2018). They further argue that the erosion of skills stems from ‘bogus’ self-employment. The 

term bogus refers to a false form of self-employment to reduce tax liabilities or employers’ 

responsibilities (ibid). This is supported by Simpson et al (2020) and they suggest that 

subcontractors shy away from upskilling their labour force due to such complexities. 

Having explored relevant literature skills shortage in the UK construction industry, it is 

evident that the problem has been in existence for decades. As such this research aims to 

explore the severity of the current skills shortage; assess the causes; and explore its effects on 

Downloaded by [ NOTTINGHAM TRENT UNIVERSITY] on [17/08/21]. Copyright © ICE Publishing, all rights reserved.



Accepted manuscript 
doi: 10.1680/jmapl.21.00011 

11 
 

project costs. Finally, the research ascertains practical solutions to help to alleviate the skills 

shortage crisis. 

 

3. Research method 

The study set out to explore the skills shortages facing the UK construction industry and its 

wider effects on construction cost. In order to enable an in-depth appraisal of the topic and in 

an attempt to validate the findings of the research, a mixed method approach was adopted. 

Noble and Heale (2019) suggest that combining different methods helps ensure that 

fundamental biases associated with any one single method is overcome, to offer a more 

balanced view. The data collection tools were complimentary of each other. The quantitative 

approach sought to gain an overview of issues relating to the skills shortage while the 

qualitative approach sought to gain in-depth and rich data from the chosen professionals. 

Prior to administering the questionnaires, a pilot study was conducted to test the proposed 

questionnaire design and process. The feedback from the pilot study was used to adjust and 

improve the final questionnaire. The quantitative data sought to determine the severity of the 

skills shortage; the causes; the consequences and the strategies offered to help alleviate the 

problem. The questionnaire comprised of closed-ended, checklist style questions. This required 

respondents to select from a list of options and rating scale questions to assess the respondents’ 

level of agreement or disagreement. Semi-structured interviews provided qualitative data to 

gauge the opinion on whether the skills shortage is a contributory factor leading to the rising 

cost of construction and to substantiate the quantitative data. 

Using the questionnaires, the study collected primary data from construction 
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professionals including Contracts Managers, Project Managers and Quantity Surveyors. 

Scoring a response rate of 46.4%, 78 valid responses were returned from the survey 

participants who were selected through a convenience sampling technique. Figure 1 shows the 

roles of survey participants for this study. The spread of the respondents is not representative of 

the UK construction industry’s professionals. 

The survey was designed to gain an understanding of the participants views on the skills 

shortage, the causes, and possible solutions. Some of the questions used are as follows: 

 The current skills shortage facing the construction industry is severe. Do you agree? 

Strongly Agree, Agree, Neither agree nor disagree, Disagree, Strongly Disagree. 

 Rank the following causes of the skills shortage in order of significance. 1-4 (1 being 

the most significant). 

Poor image of the industry, Failure to attract the younger generation, Ageing 

workforce, Lack of apprenticeships. 

 Which of the following factors do you think are the direct consequences of the skills 

shortage? 

Rising cost, Failure to meet demand, Poor growth, Quality issues, Increased delays, 

Productivity decrease. 

Semi structured interviews were then conducted with three industry professionals, each 

lasting between 50 – 60 minutes. The interviews were carried out interactively and in an open 

manner. Interviewee profiles are provided within Table 1. The names used for the interviewees 

in the findings are fictitious names, as this ensures their anonymity. The interview questions 
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were designed to further explore and to gain rich data into the responses received from the 

questionnaires. 

All the semi-structured interviews were recorded and later transcribed. Descriptive and 

thematic analyses were used in analysing the quantitative and qualitative data, respectively. 

 

4. Findings and analysis 

This section presents the collected data and its subsequent analysis. Since the quantitative and 

qualitative data are complimentary of one another, the identified themes will be used for both 

data sources (i.e. questionnaires and interviews). This approach was adopted as it offers better 

clarity in the data presentation. 

 

4.1 Overview of respondents 

Questionnaire participants – industry professionals with a clear overview of contracts from 

inception to completion. All participants had some decision-making roles in their various 

organisations (see figure 1). Furthermore, to ensure that the participants had an extensive 

understanding of industry practices and the ongoing skills shortage crisis, respondents required 

a minimum of three years’ work experience. The interviewees had different professional roles 

and had relatively different industry experiences (see Table 1). 

Mike and Jake hold decades of experience in the industry and have undertaken many 

different construction roles. Tom was included in the study as he possessed a completely 

different view from traditional construction professionals i.e., Consultant in Training and 

Education. He had also spent 10 years in the Department for Education working on policies 
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including 14-19 diplomas, raising the participation age and finally as Head of Apprenticeship 

Strategy. 

 

4.2 Causes of skills shortage 

The literature review revealed several reasons have been attributed to the skills shortage in the 

UK construction industry. The plethora of reasons include the industry’s poor image spanning 

decades, the inability to attract a younger generation to replace to retiring workforce, and lack 

of practical routes into the industry such as apprenticeship programmes. The literature section 

presented some causes of the skills shortage, and these were also confirmed by a significant 

proportion of the questionnaire respondents. 

The survey respondents believed the failure to attract the younger generation is the most 

significant cause of the skills shortage with 77.5%.  The survey participants considered that 

the lack of apprenticeships is the second most important reason with 62.5%. The poor image of 

the industry was considered the least of all the issues causing the skills shortage amongst the 

survey respondents. 

The ageing and soon to retire workforce, and the poor image of the industry ranked the 

least problematic of the causes of skills shortage. This thus challenges the notion that the 

rapidly ageing workforce as a “ticking timebomb”. However, failure for the industry to attract a 

younger generation is synonymous to losing the ageing workforce through retirement. This is 

largely due to a continuation of the demographics of the workforce. The responses from the 

respondents can be attributed to a view through different lenses. 

Jake identified a perspective not captured by previous scholars that is believed to be 
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leading to the skills shortage; ‘The bogus self-employment and the lack of direct employment. I 

think it's quite prominent right now’. Although this falls under the perspective of a practical 

route into the industry, the key issue is that workers are encouraged to join the industry through 

the self-employment route with the notion of attaining the training and support from more 

experienced workers on site. Unfortunately, this support is not guaranteed. 

Jake attributed the problem to the ‘education system’. Not particularly the formal 

education system but an overall lack of education and knowledge about the complexities of the 

construction industry. The industry’s poor image prevailed upon discussing the cause of the 

skills shortage. ‘Obviously, you hear about the risks of construction that may put off the 

younger generation... but the industry is cleaner, and the health and safety has improved 

drastically’. As a recruiter of several casual workers on ‘zero hour’ contracts, he believed the 

image of the industry was not the main issue. The industry was recruiting ‘healthily 50 years 

ago’ where the ‘image and practices were exponentially’ worse. However, society’s needs as 

well as the sector’s demands have changed significantly since the 1970s and this may play a 

role here. Having confirmed the existence of some of the causes of the skills shortage, it was 

imperative to explore the perceptions of the severity among other relevant topics. 

 

4.3 Severity of the skills shortage 

The industry professionals attribute the failure to attract the younger generations as the most 

significant cause of skills shortage. This is further impacted by the poor image of the industry. 

As far as the gravity of the issue, an overwhelming majority (82%) described the current crisis 

as severe. Only 2.9% disagreed that the current situation was severe. This issue was not only 
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affecting the recruitment of skilled labour, but it was gravely affecting the recruitment of 

reliable sufficiently skilled trades people. The current crisis is severe in the sense that workers 

are stretched thin on projects and as such struggle to deliver on time and more importantly, this 

affects with quality of their projects. When workers try to make up for this shortfall, they end 

up recruiting less experienced or skilled workers. This however can lead to mistakes and poor 

quality which will lead to reworks thereby costing the clients and working teams time and 

money. 

As far as reliability goes, recruiting high quality labour was coupled with the inability to 

keep this level of skilled trades in one firm. Jake had extreme concerns about the longevity of 

workers’ commitment to single firms: ‘Unfortunately, no one is committed to working for one 

business and the days of starting at 20 years old and staying until retirement are gone. This 

makes the decision to take on casual labour much easier’. He believed this culture had become 

so widespread in the industry and as such organisations who fail to attract new talent face the 

brunt of the problem. 

With the current surge in reports and discussions about skills shortage in the construction 

industry, around 15% of the survey respondents still ‘disagreed’ that this was ‘actually 

happening’. 

Firms, whether large, medium, or small are believed to be experiencing financial 

implications stemming from the severity of the skills shortage. 

 

4.4 Project cost implications of skills shortage 

There is a faction of industry professionals that argue that the skills shortage does not have a 
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direct correlation with increased cost of construction. In response to this, Mike stated 

emphatically: ‘It’s short-sightedness. I can’t understand why some industry professionals 

express this opinion. If there was a greater talented pool to choose from, the competitiveness 

and costs would even out’. There was an example to debunk the idea of project cost not being 

adversely affected by the skills shortage. ‘Quality control and the remediation of poor works in 

construction’ were described as some of the indirect implications of the skills shortage, thereby 

requiring further works and consequently additional costs. An overwhelming majority (73.5%) 

believe that the skills shortage in the construction industry is contributing to the rising cost of 

projects. It is understandable how skills shortage affects project cost in an adverse manner. The 

effects can be direct or indirect. If time and/or quality are affected by the lack of workers 

(including less competent workers), there will be an impact on the project cost. Furthermore, 

when there is a high demand for skilled workers, the cost of hiring competent workers for the 

project will understandably increase thereby affecting the project cost. 

A further explanation of how project costs were being driven up by the lack of skilled 

trades was offered by the interviewees: 

‘I think that the competitiveness drives up the cost of construction. Skilled operatives are 

in high demand and often it’s whoever offers the most money, gets the resource. This is 

why the cost of construction is spiralling… ‘Bricklayers are putting their prices up 

because they know projects need to be completed on time.’ – Mike 

‘Unfortunately, firms are not prepared to spend thousands of pounds, if they’re not going 

to save thousands of pounds.’ – Tom 
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Jake offered an additional explanation in relation to the increasing costs as a result of the 

lack of skilled personnel; ‘…pay will go up naturally with a skills shortage’. There was a basic 

play of economics at hand i.e., due to the lack of skilled trades people and the increasing 

demand stretching further above the supply; there was a logical increase in the cost of labour 

and the overall project costs for that matter. 

For the sceptics, Mike was critical in his response to them: ‘I definitely do not agree that 

the skills shortage does not contribute to the rising cost of construction’. Jake who had earlier 

alluded to the ease of entry into the industry being partly responsible for the current 

predicament, added that the requirements to enter the industry are quite low and as such should 

not affect construction costs. He also compared the construction industry to becoming a lawyer 

where ‘it might take 7-8 years of training’. He believed if people found it challenging to enter 

the industry, they would cherish the accomplishment dearly and moreover, the ease of entry 

often leads to the ease of exit thereby using the construction industry as a temporary 

employment platform. 

 

4.5 Effects of the skills shortage on time, cost and quality (TCQ) 

As highlighted by industry professionals, academics and policy makers over the years; TCQ of 

projects are always affected adversely by the level and availability of skilled trades. The 

previous section discussed cost implications of the skills shortage. However, TCQ have been 

known to affect one another. A supermajority of the questionnaire respondents (70.6%) 

admitted that quality issues are a major concern for them when considering the skills shortage 

in the sector. This was also acknowledged by the interviewees as they shared further details. As 
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Mike had played the role of principal contractor in many large projects, there was concern 

about the quality of project delivery: ‘the quality issues are the biggest consequence’. This was 

a particular concern when working with unknown recruits from subcontractors. He further 

added: ‘Basically, you’re stepping into the unknown. You don’t know the quality of that 

operative’s work or the experience they hold. Businesses can do more by sharing greater 

feedback on their supply chains. This way we’ll known the best operatives in the market and 

the ones to avoid’. The idea of knowledge sharing feedback on subcontractors was common 

practice but was banned as the revelation of blacklists that large contractors were using as 

punitive measures for workers whom they had disagreements with. 

For less skilled labour to undertake certain activities on projects, considerations must be 

made. These will in essence affect TCQ of the activity. Time will be affected due to the lack of 

familiarity and experience with the given task. Additionally, since there are no test run projects, 

clients cannot expect any less from the project teams, thus quality cannot be compromised. A 

typical scenario was presented by Jake: 

‘For example, a qualified electrician might cost a business £30 an hour with direct 

labour expenses and a van. Whereas you might be able to source a labourer or fitter for 

£12 an hour. You could almost employ two and a half labourers or fitters for the price of 

one electrician’. 

By this logic, it would be more beneficial financially to employ a qualified electrician to 

supervise the labourers or fitters. He admitted this could affect the time of completion and the 

quality of finish. Furthermore, less experienced labourers may not understand the underlying 
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reasons behind sequential steps in work and may end up cutting corners without understanding 

the practical implications on safety or the life cycle of the completed project. 

As clearly indicated in the findings so far, the problem of the skills shortage is evident 

and must be reduced if the industry is to succeed. 

 

4.6 Tackling the industry’s skills shortage 

4.6.1 Government mandate 

It is well documented that government support through public procurement measures are very 

important in implementing change in many industries including construction. 

‘We used to have a large directly employed workforce, but due to the costs and managing 

the workforce, it wasn’t feasible… We’ve now got around 30-40% of directly employed 

operatives because it’s cheaper’- Jake. Jake believes this mandate can only cover the main 

contractor, but the main contractors predominately subcontract all roles that require skilled 

trades thereby circumventing the obligation. 

‘The problem with mandated employment is it’s expensive. There's no doubt that you can 

employ someone from an agency for 30-40% less than you can by directly employing 

them… [Direct employment] is a costly solution’ - Tom. 

It is added that the there is evidence of the costly nature in the recent uptake of in 

extensive use of subcontractors and ‘zero-hour’ contracts for various forms of labour on 

projects. This has even become more beneficial to shareholders and overall organisational 

profits as workers and the subcontractor firms are only paid when projects are in play i.e., no 

loss of funds by the contractors when there are no ongoing projects. In line with the above, it 
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was also noted that ‘it’s unaffordable to employ somebody directly. Perhaps this is led by the 

JIB [Joint Industry Board], which are compulsory trade bodies. Recently, operatives received a 

yearly 3% rise in wages due to imposed regulations.’ All interviewees alluded to the notion that 

regulatory and professional bodies could make the issues worse by trying to enforce changes 

that do not reflect the needs of practitioners. 

 

4.6.2 Educational initiatives – T-levels 

Education has always been key to support training for people entering the construction industry. 

Over the decades, government initiatives have hoped for buy in from employers. However, it 

has been widely documented that smaller firms are often not interested in such schemes e.g., 

apprenticeship levies etc. Unfortunately, technical education has often been considered 

complex. The current T-levels initiative for the sector is facing challenges that past approaches 

have encountered. Not all interviewees were familiar with the concept. As with other questions 

asked, the context for this study were very important, so further clarifications were provided. 

Although it was not widely known, the concept was commended by the interviewees. 

‘I don’t know whether they’re promoting T-Levels within schools. If T-Levels are to be 

successful they’ve got to promote them.’ - Jake 

As Tom worked on education reform and related policies, he was knowledgeable on the 

initiative and added the following: 

‘Perhaps formal work experience or placements. We’ve discussed the introduction of 

T-Levels that appears to not be getting a lot of attention in the industry. It seems like a 

sensible plan to offer school leavers an opportunity to undertake a generic construction 

Downloaded by [ NOTTINGHAM TRENT UNIVERSITY] on [17/08/21]. Copyright © ICE Publishing, all rights reserved.



Accepted manuscript 
doi: 10.1680/jmapl.21.00011 

22 
 

course.’ 

Mike added that it may be part of the solution but cannot be revered as the panacea. He 

adds: ‘[In terms of] companies adopting the T-levels, it should be promoted as an option not a 

fallback option’. The interviewees all insisted that the other measures to promote the industry 

including upskilling, government incentives etc. must be promoted in tandem. 

 

5. Recommendations 

Several recommendations were identified in the project. All the recommendations considered 

the data and its interplay with existing scholarly works and outputs form professional bodies’ 

including policies and initiatives. These are given as follows: 

 Identification of specific areas of shortage - A clear distinction between the shortage in 

the industry focusing on professionals and skilled trades. Furthermore, a better 

indication of which trades are struggling to recruit needs to be publicised further e.g., 

steel fixing. 

 Widening of the recruitment pool - People of minoritized backgrounds (e.g., women 

and non-whites) need to be further encouraged to join the skilled trades. Women make 

up about 1% of skilled trades in the construction industry. The industry is believed to 

be warming up to women and non-white workers according to the interview data. 

 Cleaning up the industry image - The industry is known for recruiting people who did 

not perform well at school i.e., the industry not associated with academic achievement. 

Accomplishments of trades workers starting from small houses to ‘behemoth’ 

structures such as the Shard need to be celebrated to highlight that it takes both formal 
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and informal knowledge for the industry to be successful. 

 Promotion of trades to school level children - Professional bodies, universities and 

even the entertainment industry (e.g., Bob the Builder) need to further promote the 

industry to children of school going age to embed construction practices and trades in 

their curricula to help enhance their appreciation of the construction industry. 

 

6. Conclusions 

The UK construction industry’s skills shortage has been a highlight in many discussions in the 

recent decades. Unfortunately, many initiatives both formal and informal, have been introduced 

by government arms, professional bodies, educational institutions and industry workers 

unsuccessfully. The industry has shown resilience in times of desperate need of skilled labour, 

but this has resulted in increased project costs, further delays to timelines and adverse 

implications on output quality. Furthermore, the industry is still divided particularly with 

respect to the severity of this skilled shortage. 

In this paper, a clear demonstration of the perceived severity and implications on the 

projects has been achieved using a mixed methodological approach. Complimentary qualitative 

and quantitative data revealed the concerns of industry players and other stakeholders. 

Understandably, the alarming situation of the skills shortage has resulted in the introduction of 

several measures in an attempt to curb the crisis. However, some of these measures have 

affected the industry adversely especially mandating direct employment in public projects. In 

circumventing this directive, main contractors have subcontracted labour and skilled trades 

contracts thus not requiring to directly employ these workers. Furthermore, the industry is not 
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efficiently tapping into the talent pool of women and BAME members of the community. 

It is recommended that the industry’s image needs to be promoted further as it not the 

same unpleasant image that the public knew decades ago. Furthermore, trades must be 

promoted within schools to create a newfound respect for the industry and its accomplishments 

for upcoming generations. 

This paper is the beginning of a bigger project that seeks to introduce a radical and yet 

pragmatic measures of minimising the skills shortage in the construction industry. 
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Table 1. Interviewee profiles 

 

Name Position Years in 

industry 

Type of 

projects 

Contractor type Sectors & Key areas 

Mike Senior 

Contracts 

Manager 

5+ Large Principal 

contractor 

Property development 

Aviation 

Education 

Healthcare 

Defence 

Science & Research 

Commercial and 

industrial  

Jake Senior 

Contracts 

Manager 

5+ Varied Subcontractor Property development 

Education 

Healthcare 

Commercial and 

industrial 

Retail 

Education 

Tom Executive 

Director 

5+ Varied Consultant/ 

Independent 

Education 

Foundation 

Policy influence 

Education 

Government Advisor 
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Figure 1. Survey respondents’ roles 

 

 

Downloaded by [ NOTTINGHAM TRENT UNIVERSITY] on [17/08/21]. Copyright © ICE Publishing, all rights reserved.



Accepted manuscript 
doi: 10.1680/jmapl.21.00011 

32 
 

 

Figure 2. Ranking the causes of skills shortage 
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