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Cementing Skills: Training and Labour Utilisation in the UK Construction and 

Civil Engineering Sector 

 
 

Abstract 

This paper explores questions of labour reproduction and skill development under 

different contract arrangements within the UK construction and civil engineering 

industry. The central concerns of the paper relate to the ways in which skills shortages 

within the sector have impacted upon recruitment practices, training provision and the 

use of contract alternatives in terms of both direct and non-standard labour. The 

argument primarily draws upon data from a national postal survey conducted in 2002, 

covering firms of all sizes within this key economic sector. The paper reveals some 

interesting findings regarding recruitment and training practices, which despite some 

encouraging headline figures on the existence of training reveals an over dependency 

on contingent labour and low levels of apprenticeships particularly amongst the 

numerically dominant small firms. This suggests that the recognised problems of 

labour shortages within the sector are ongoing and the aim of attracting new workers 

into the industry remains unrealised.  
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Cementing Skills: Training and Labour Utilisation in the UK Construction and 

Civil Engineering Sector 

 

Introduction 

This paper explores questions of labour reproduction and skill development under 

different contract arrangements within the UK construction and civil engineering 

industry. The central concerns of the paper relate to the ways in which skills shortages 

within the sector have impacted upon recruitment practices, training provision and the 

use of contract alternatives in terms of both direct and non-standard labour. The 

argument draws upon data from a national postal survey conducted in 2002, covering 

firms of all sizes within this key economic sector. The construction and civil 

engineering industry employs 1.98 million people, around 1 in 14 of the UK 

workforce and contributes in excess of 6 per cent of total GDP, around £60bn per year 

(Construction Industry Training Board, 2002a). The construction industry is central to 

the development of the wider economic infrastructure. With 30 percent of total 

construction output being for the public sector, the state is the largest construction 

customer, and the industry plays a vital role in government policies on urban renewal, 

housing, infrastructure, health and education.  

 

The following section provides a review of debates relating to skill reproduction, 

training, and employment within the construction and civil engineering industry. This 

is followed by a discussion of the methodology employed within this study. The 

results section examines the data produced on issues of training and recruitment for 

both directly employed and non-standard labour. Concluding remarks follow.  
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Employment in the UK Construction and Civil Engineering Industry 

There has been a long-standing interest in issues relating to labour reproduction, 

progression and skills development in the construction and civil engineering sector. 

Evidence from the 1890-94 Royal Commission on Labour, for example, reveals 

concerns amongst employers, unions and the government about skills shortages 

within the industry and the need to increase the use of apprenticeships (Royal 

Commission, 1892). The continued development of the apprenticeship system over 

the early part of the twentieth century provided a nationally recognised standard of 

skill reproduction within the construction industry. This established a ‘front-end 

loaded’ approach to training (Ashton and Felstead, 2001), with the skills developed by 

workers during their apprenticeships serving them for the duration of their working 

lives. Apprenticeships became the primary method of formal training for manual 

labour and the principal means of intermediate skill acquisition (Gospel, 1998).  

 

In recent decades, however, there has been a long-term decline in the level of 

apprenticeships. The number of apprenticeships fell from around 218,000 in 1970 to 

53,600 in 1990 (Keep, 1994: 310; see also Green, 1999: 129). It is recognised that the 

decline in apprenticeships has led to difficulties with the recruitment of suitably 

skilled labour in the wider economy (Vickerstaff, 1992). In 1993 the then 

Conservative government introduced the Modern Apprenticeship scheme as an 

attempt to revive the flagging fortunes of entry-level youth training (Gospel, 1998; 

Gospel and Fuller, 1998; Keep and Rainbird, 2003). Historically the construction 

industry has been the most ‘apprentice intensive’ sector, although the number of 

construction apprentices is falling, and other sectors now employ more apprentices in 

absolute terms (Gospel and Fuller, 1998). In contrast in Germany the apprenticeship 
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system continues to play a key role in skill formation both in the construction and the 

economy in general. This is due in large part to the institutional support lent by the 

German system of general education and vocational training (Richter, 1998; Streeck, 

1991). Figures from the mid-1990s quoted by Richter (1998) suggest that 82.7 per 

cent of waged employees in the German construction industry were qualified to at 

least apprenticeship level, compared to the 36.4 per cent of manual employees in the 

British construction industry who were qualified to an equivalent level.  

 

Recent national surveys have pointed to the high concentration of skills shortages 

within the construction industry compared to other sectors, and have highlighted both 

the nature of skills deficiencies and the responses adopted by employers to skill 

shortages (Hillage et al, 2002).  In 2002, 15 per cent of construction employers 

reported a ‘skill-shortage’ job vacancy (defined as a hard-to-fill vacancy resulting 

from low numbers of applicants with required skills, a lack of applicant work 

experience, or a lack of required qualifications) compared to 8 per cent of all 

establishments. It was notable that, taking all sectors together, only a minority of 

establishments reporting such vacancies had responded by increasing or expanding 

trainee schemes, with the more commonly adopted responses being to increase 

salaries, job advertising or to expand recruitment channels (Hillage et al, 2002).  

 

Concerns over skills reproduction have been heightened due to the structural 

characteristics of the construction and civil engineering sector. ‘Non-standard’ 

employment forms, particularly self-employment and sub-contracting have 

traditionally been utilised extensively in the construction and civil engineering sector 

alongside, or as alternatives to direct labour (Bresnen and Fowler, 1994; Druker and 
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White, 1997: 133). Figures from the 2001 Labour Force Survey reveal that 35 per cent 

of the construction workforce in the UK are self-employed, a decline from the figure 

of 45 per cent in 1996, but still three times the level of self-employment in any other 

sector (Harvey, 2001). This structural characteristic of the construction labour market 

has been identified as a concern by industry bodies in terms of the skills and the 

training needs of the sector (Construction Industry Training Board, 2002a). Training 

for workers on non-standard contracts tends to be dominated by induction training at 

the outset of employment and by training courses pursued by individuals outside of 

work (Green, 1999). In the construction industry self-employed workers have 

demonstrated a lower propensity than other groups to pursue training (Gospel and 

Fuller, 1998).  Furthermore, it has been suggested that the ongoing reliance upon 

subcontractors and self employed workers in the industry may have acted as a 

deterrent to the offering of apprenticeships, and may have impacted on the capacity of 

firms to provide training in-house (Gospel and Fuller, 1998). The use of self-

employed labour is also thought to reproduce a reliance on craft-based training within 

UK construction, and Clarke and Wall (2000) suggest that this has generated less 

transferable and lower levels of skills compared to the broader industry based training 

approach apparent in such places as Germany and the Netherlands.  

 

In recent years, changes to the taxation regime for self-employed workers, the growth 

of construction management firms, and the use of external employment agencies have 

rendered employment in the industry even more complex. Yet, despite relatively fluid 

contract forms, perhaps surprisingly collective bargaining in the construction and civil 

engineering sectors has remained resilient (Druker 1992; Druker and Croucher 2000), 

and in addition some training provision and other benefits are co-ordinated at an 
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industry level (Clarke and Wall, 1998). Moreover, given the non firm-specific nature 

of skills within the construction industry, there has traditionally been a strong reliance 

on occupational labour markets. The importance of these occupational labour markets 

has been undermined in other sectors by the assertion of greater control by 

management over the production process and the skills of workers. Such processes 

have been less apparent in construction, and firms operate within the occupational 

labour market using the panoply of contract forms to regulate the supply of labour.  

 

The size distribution of firms within the construction industry also impacts on skill 

reproduction. In terms of the make up of the industry, small firms are numerically 

dominant. According to government figures, 83 per cent of UK construction firms are 

sole traders, whilst only 0.2 per cent of firms employ 50 or more people (Department 

of Trade and Industry, 2003: 6). By other measures however the contribution to the 

industry of larger firms is significant. Firms with 50 or more employees account for 

26.6 per cent of total employment in the construction industry, and 47.6 per cent of 

turnover (Department of Trade and Industry, 2003: 6-7). There is a recognised 

relationship between the size of the organisation and the amount of training received 

by its employees, with workers in small firms being far less likely to receive formal 

training than their counterparts in large firms, being more reliant on informal training 

(Green, 1999: 135). It has been argued that pressure of work within small firms 

precludes the release of workers for external training, and the bias towards such forms 

of training within government training schemes actually fails to meet the needs of 

small firms (Vickerstaff, 1992).  Such issues are of particular importance within the 

construction and civil engineering sector in light of the profile of the industry 

discussed above.  
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Given the fragmented nature of employment within the construction and civil 

engineering industry a key co-ordinating role is undertaken by the Construction 

Industry Training Board (CITB), an institution empowered by the Secretary of State 

for Education and Skills to promote training provision and skill formation within the 

industry, most notably via a levy and subsidy system.  The perceived need to spread 

the costs of training was historically informed by the continued reliance on 

occupational labour markets in which it was assumed skills were transferable between 

firms and therefore should be paid for by all employers in the sector (Ashton and 

Felstead, 2001). This was not only intended to ameliorate the classic prisoners 

dilemma employers faced over training but it also allowed smaller firms traditionally 

less able to carry the cost of training to invest in skills (CITB, 2003). The principle of 

levy exemption was designed to remove the financial burden from those firms that 

could least afford it, and overcome the perception amongst small firms that Industrial 

Training Boards were ‘organised by the big firms for the big firms’ (Vickerstaff, 

1992: 9)i. The firms that do not pay the levy are still eligible for grants, and in 2001 

non-leviable firms employed over 9,900 New Entrant Trainees and received 

£17million in training support from the CITB (CITB, 2003). This redistributive 

function is seen as vital, as according to the CITB smaller firms, being numerically 

dominant in the industry, train the majority of new entrants, and would not be able to 

afford to so without CITB grants (CITB, 2003). Indeed the Chairman of the CITB has 

made it a policy goal to ‘do all we can to outreach to small and medium sized 

companies’ (CITB, 2002b: 1). 
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 In terms of promoting training activities particular importance is attached to industry-

recognised apprenticeships. More broadly, the aim is to encourage employers to 

invest in training on an on-going basis via both entry-level  mechanisms such as the 

Apprentice Registration Scheme, and through support for the up-skilling of existing 

workers, via  Investors in People accreditation or Training Achievement Grants. 

Employers can also access grants to fund the training of labour- only subcontractors, 

as long as the employer is leviable. Furthermore, there is a strong emphasis on 

training leading towards an externally recognised qualifications such as NVQ/SVQ 

(National Vocational Qualification/ Scottish Vocational Qualification) and BTEC, 

indeed that training should lead to such qualification where possible is one of the 

CITB’s published ‘Principles of Sound Training’ (CITB, 2000: Appendix II). In 

addition to its redistributive function the CITB’s role in the collation and 

dissemination of training data within the industry fills a void apparent in other sectors 

given the wider demise of Industrial Training Boards (Rainbird, 1994). It should be 

noted, however, that the constitution of the board has seen a decline in the presence 

and influence of trade unions since the late 1970s (Keep and Rainbird, 2003).  

 

Methodology 

The research design incorporated a multi-method approach. The majority of data 

presented in this paper are drawn from a national postal questionnaire distributed in 

2002. This technique is being supplemented with ongoing interview based fieldwork 

for purposes of triangulation. Some preliminary observations drawn from this 

fieldwork are included below. The decision was made to focus specifically on the 

non-residential construction and civil engineering sector. This section of the industry 

has a broader importance in terms of its linkages with other sectors, such as the 



 8 

utilities industries, and with general economic activity in terms of road construction, 

bridge and tunnel construction, miscellaneous non-residential heavy construction, 

industrial building contractors and general non-residential building. The rationale for 

this decision was to allow an insight into employment practices in this vital 

infrastructure industry, whilst avoiding the sample being dominated by the 

numerically superior house-building and residential construction firms.  

  

Using Dun and Bradstreet’s MarketPlace UK dataset we identified a population of 

8,038 units, of which 4,032 were firms with less than 10 employees, 2,437 were firms 

with 10 or more employees and 1,569 were firms with employee numbers unknown. 

From this population we generated a sample of 1,780 firms, of which 319 (18 per 

cent) were firms with less than ten employees, 1,336 (75 per cent) were firms with 10 

or more employees and 123 (7 per cent) had an unknown number of employees. This 

represented 8 per cent of the population with less than ten employees, 64 per cent of 

the population of firms with 10 or more employees, and 8 per cent of firms with an 

unknown number of employees. Although the sector under study is numerically 

dominated by small firms, the over-sampling of large firms was felt to be necessary in 

order to achieve a meaningful number of firms of varying sizes within the rather 

broad category of 10 or more employees. Interest in these firms is justified in terms of 

the association between large firms and innovation in employment practices (Cully et 

al, 1999). 188 usable questionnaires were returned, providing a response rate of 10.6 

per cent. The response rate achieved is in line with other studies in this area, and 

beyond, and so represents a meaningful basis for analysis. The distribution of firm 

size within final dataset generated by this questionnaire broadly reflected these 

proportions. Respondents were asked to indicate their current number of employees, 
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which allowed the classification of all respondents (including those in the category of 

‘unknown’ in the Dun Bradstreet database) into a firm-size category. Firms with less 

than ten employees (henceforth labelled as small firms) made up 19.8 per cent of 

respondents, the remainder having 10 or more employees. The 10 or more category 

was then divided into firms with between 10 and 74 employees (labelled ‘medium-

sized firms’, and making up 59.3 per cent of the final sample, and firms with 75 or 

more employees (‘large firms’, constituting 20.9 per cent of the sample).  

 

Results: Training 

In terms of a headline figure for training provision within construction and civil 

engineering, 92 per cent of respondents indicated they offered training to directly 

employed staff. Whilst this paints an optimistic picture of skill reproduction in that 

only 8 per cent of respondents did not offer training to direct staff, when 

disaggregated by size this figure rose to 15 per cent for small firms. This may be a 

concern given the dominance of the industry by small firms. In terms of the methods 

of training, 75 per cent of all respondents offered formal off-site training, 58 per cent 

offered formal on-site training and 87 per cent offered on-the-job training. Again 

there was a clear distinction when this was disaggregated by firm size. There was a 

high use of both formal and on-the-job training by large firms, (formal off-site 

training was offered by 97.3 per cent of large firms, formal on-site training was 

offered by 81.1 per cent of firms  and on-the-job training by 97.3 per cent of firms), 

whilst small firms were far more reliant upon on-the-job training (offered by 89.7 per 

cent of small firms, compared to 48.3 per cent offering formal off-site and 41.4 

offering formal on-site training).  
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Put Table 1 about here 

 

Attention then turned to the specific training initiatives offered by firms, as listed in 

Table 1. When disaggregated by size these training initiatives were far more likely to 

be found in large firms than small firms, with the incidence within medium size firms 

falling between the two. The difference between firms of varying sizes was 

particularly stark in terms of the existence of industry based apprenticeship schemesii.  

Seventy-three percent of large firms indicated that they offered this form of entry 

level training, compared to only 10.3 per cent of small firms. Where training does 

exist within small firms, the emphasis tends to be on the maintenance or upgrading of 

skills of existing staff, rather than on new entrant level training. The two most 

common responses from small firms were the provision of on-going training of 

existing staff not leading to externally recognised qualifications (41.4 per cent) and 

other training for existing staff leading to externally recognised qualifications (37.9 

per cent). The similarity of emphasis given to these approaches, and indeed the slight 

weighting given to training not leading to externally recognised qualifications, is 

interesting in light of the statement within the CITB ‘Principles of Sound Training’ 

(CITB 2000) that training should lead to an NVQ where possible, in reflection of their 

policy objective to increase the proportion of construction workers qualified to at least 

NVQ level 3. The current proportion of construction workers with NVQ level 3 stands 

at 46 per cent (an increase on the mid-1990s figure), compared to 43 per cent of 

manufacturing employees, 31 per cent of distribution employees and 61 per cent of 

Energy and Water employers (CITB 2002c). These forms of training were also 

common amongst large firms, but crucially coexisted with formal mechanisms of 

training both at entry level and on an ongoing basis.  
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There may be structural reasons that affect the lower incidence of apprenticeships 

within small firms - they may simply not have recruited staff in the time period in 

question. However, preliminary findings from the on-going qualitative research 

suggest that managers in small firms hold the view that they are less able to carry 

what are perceived to be non-productive workers during this training period. Given 

the numerical dominance of the industry by small firms and the emphasis placed by 

the CITB on entry-level training by small firms, the fact that only 10.3 per cent of 

small firms offer industry based apprenticeships surely contributes to the perceived 

skills shortage within the industry.  

 

  For the sample as a whole, only 46 per cent of firms had a formal training policy, 

and the existence of a formal policy was far more likely in large firms (69.4 per cent) 

compared to medium-sized (45.7 per cent) and small firms (24.1 per cent). The 

existence of a formal written training policy increased the likelihood that firms 

offered the individual training forms listed in Table 1 above. This, along with 

attitudinal data from the survey reveals some interesting, seemingly contradictory, 

approaches towards training. Whilst only a minority of firms had a formal training 

policy, 82.5 per cent of respondents agreed with the statement that their approach 

reflected a long-term strategy on the development of their skills profile. However, a 

high proportion of respondents (78.3 per cent) also suggested that training was 

provided as and when the need arose. Previous studies, notably the Social Change and 

Economic Life Initiative have pointed to the ‘reactive, short-term approach’ adopted 

to staffing needs by many firms in the UK (Rose 1994: 167). The survey results here 

reveal that for many firms, assertions of a long-term approach to training are not 
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universally accompanied by a formal training policy, and that decisions regarding 

training also appear to be often made on a ‘reactive’ basis. The likelihood of having a 

long-term strategy on training decreased with firm size (only 76.9 per cent of small 

firms agreed with this statement, compared to 81.5 per cent of medium firms and 89.1 

per cent of large firms). A majority of respondents stated that they constantly 

reviewed the training needs of the firm (72.5 per cent) and of individual workers (74.2 

per cent), in keeping with the CITB ‘Principles of Sound Training’ (CITB 2000: 

Appendix II). Again there was a relationship between firm size and training strategy, 

with smaller firms less likely than large firms to agree that they constantly reviewed 

the training needs of the firm or of the individual worker.  

 

It is recognised that occupational specific skill formation has traditionally been 

heavily front-loaded within the construction and civil engineering sectors, often 

through apprenticeships (Ashton and Felstead 2001). However, as noted earlier, there 

has been increasing interest in on-going training and skills development, with the 

CITB setting targets for the up-skilling of existing workers towards NVQ level 3 and 

providing grants to fund the training of existing staff. There is also the growing 

compulsion of legislative changes. Preliminary findings from the qualitative work 

suggest that the training provided to skilled workers by employers tends to be less 

production related and often associated with legislative developments in areas such as 

health and safety, first aid, ‘New Roads and Street Works’. The commitment of firms 

to such training may not reflect a commitment to general skill reproduction within 

their industry. These findings resonate with the Labour Force Survey, which have 

shown that one of the most common types of training offered to workers are induction 

and training in ‘health and safety or first aid’ (Clarke, 2002: 319).  
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In terms of other imperatives acting upon the respondent firms, only 9 per cent of the 

sample recognised a union for collective bargaining purposes. Although the 

subsequent analysis is based on small numbers, the survey revealed patterns between 

union recognition and training. Firms that recognised a union for collective bargaining 

purposes were more likely to have a formal training policy than firms that did not 

recognise a union (64.7 per cent compared to 44.6 per cent). Similarly 52.9 per cent of 

firms that recognised unions offered industry based apprenticeships, compared to 33.8 

per cent of firms that did not recognise a union. Despite this association of union 

recognition and training, only one respondent firm in the sample negotiated with a 

union over training issues, with a further one respondent consulting with unions over 

training. These extremely low figures were despite seven respondents claiming to 

have a partnership agreement with a union. A further four firms merely informed 

unions about training issues, rather than consulting or negotiating, which raises 

familiar concerns over the meaning and reality of partnership arrangements (Martinez 

Lucio and Stuart, 2004). 

 

Recruitment 

A large proportion of respondents (54.3 per cent) reported suffering problems with 

recruitment of direct staff over the past 5 years. Large (74.3 per cent) and medium-

sized (54.3 per cent) firms were more likely to report having experienced difficulties 

than small firms (39.4 per cent), although this may reflect a higher propensity to seek 

recruits amongst large and medium firms compared to small employers. Attention 

then turned to how firms responded to these problems with recruitment. Firms were 

asked to select all responses used to address this problem from a list of 10 options.  
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The three most cited responses were increases in pay (66 per cent), increased use of 

subcontractors (60 per cent), and upgrading skills of existing staff (52 per cent). Firms 

were then asked to rank the three most important responses, with the results 

summarised in Table 2. Looking at the sample as a whole, the same three responses 

were dominant. However, when respondents were categorised by size the weighting 

given to these responses demonstrated some interesting variations. An increase in pay 

was by far the most commonly ranked for medium and large firms, but for small firms 

the most commonly ranked response was an increased use of subcontractors. An 

increase in pay was ranked as equivalent in importance to several other responses, 

namely an increase in the use of self-employed workers, changing recruitment 

methods and upgrading skills of existing staff. For large firms, the second most 

commonly ranked response was an increase in agency staff (34.6 per cent) followed 

by the increased use of subcontracting and the upgrading of existing skills. Less than 

one in seven firms ranked increase in apprenticeships within their three most 

important responses (14.9 per cent). Interestingly this figure was higher for small 

firms (21.4 per cent). An increase in other forms of entry-level training was ranked in 

the three most important responses by even fewer firms (7.4 per cent).  

 

Insert Table 2 about here.  

 

This suggests a duality in firms’ responses to the problem of shortages of suitably 

skilled workers. Firms reported both an internal response oriented around investment 

in the skills of their existing workforce, and an ‘external’ response based on the 

increased use of contingent workers, mainly in the forms of subcontractors, but also 

agency workers in the case of larger firms. Although this indicates that employers are 
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investing in training, the small degree of entry level training (coupled with the CITB’s 

concerns that new workers are not being attracted into the industry) suggests the pool 

of available labour is not being increased, thereby potentially exacerbating longer 

term problems with labour reproduction within the industry. This finding is also in 

keeping with Gospel and Fuller’s (1998) assertion that the availability of non-standard 

labour acts as a deterrent to the provision of apprenticeships.  

 

A majority of firms did state they recruited employees with no previous training (74.7 

per cent). Although only 26 per cent of firms that had experienced recruitment 

problems had increased their recruitment of employees with no previous training, they 

were more than twice as likely to do so than firms who had not experienced 

recruitment problems (11.6 per cent). However, as a response to recruitment shortages 

firms were more likely to make use of non-standard labour in the forms of 

subcontracting and to a lesser extent agency workers. 

 

Recruitment and training of non-standard labour 

Given the importance of non-standard labour across all sizes of firm, and that the use 

of non-standard labour was a key response to recruitment problems it is important to 

have insight into the availability of suitably skilled workers from these sources. The 

survey confirmed that the use of non-standard labour is a key feature of labour 

policies within the industry, with the use of subcontractors being the most prevalent 

form; 79.7 per cent of all firms reported using subcontractors, followed by self-

employed workers (used by 47.3 per cent of firms), and agency labour (used by 35.6 

per cent of firms). Notably there was a reported growth in the use of non-standard 

labour. The increase was most marked in terms of the use of subcontractors. 51 per 
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cent of all firms in the sample reported an increase in the amount of work allocated to 

subcontractors over the past 5 years, 41 per cent of firms’ usage had  remained 

constant, whilst only 7 per cent had decreased their use of subcontractors. There was 

also a reported increase in the use of agency labour. 35.2 per cent of firms reported an 

increase in the amount of work allocated to agency labour, whilst the amount of work 

allocated had remained constant in 43.8 per cent of firms and had decreased in 21 per 

cent of firms.  

 

In terms of the use of self-employed workers, a higher proportion of firms had 

decreased the amount of work allocated to this form of labour (37.8 per cent), 

compared to 35.4 per cent of firms where the amount of work allocated had remained 

constant and 26.7 per cent who had increased the allocation of work. This ambiguity 

in the use of self-employed workers might reflect recent changes in legislation 

regarding the employment status of such workers for tax purposes. Interview data 

suggests that self-employed workers have become increasingly difficult to recruit, 

suggesting a decline in supply rather than demand, and may in part explain increases 

in the use of contract alternatives. 

  

Interestingly a large proportion (60.2 per cent) of firms who had experienced 

recruitment difficulties in terms of direct labour reported an increase in the amount of 

work allocated to subcontract labour, compared to 40.9 per cent who had increased 

the allocation of work to agency workers and 25.2 per cent who had increased 

allocation to self-employed workers. This supports the earlier findings on the use of 

subcontract labour as a favoured response to recruitment shortages. In terms of the 

range of tasks undertaken by these different forms of non-standard labour for firms 
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who had experienced recruitment difficulties, again subcontracting witnessed the 

greatest increase with 30.6 per cent of respondents increasing the range of tasks 

allocated to this form of labour, compared to 21.2 per cent of firms increasing the 

range of tasks allocated to agency workers, and 14.9 per cent increasing the range of 

tasks allocated to self-employed workers.  

  

The problems with labour supply, however, are not restricted to the recruitment of 

direct labour. 24.6 per cent of firms that made use of subcontract labour reported they 

had experienced problems hiring sufficient numbers of subcontract workers. Similarly 

22.7 per cent of firms that used agency labour reported difficulties in hiring sufficient 

numbers of workers on these terms. 37.8 per cent of firms utilising self-employed 

workers reported similar problems, although it should be recognised that less than half 

of respondents reported making use of self-employed workers, and overall the amount 

of work being allocated to this form of labour was shrinking. This perhaps reflects 

circumstances created by the change in status of workers under new Inland Revenue 

regulations. In terms of the relationship between these problems in labour supply it is 

notable that a high proportion of firms who had experienced problems hiring 

sufficient levels of subcontract labour (88.6%), agency labour (95%) and self-

employed workers (80%) had also experienced problems recruiting direct labour. This 

suggests that the same firms are experiencing problems hiring sufficient amounts of 

labour across the range of contract alternatives, implying a shortage of suitably skilled 

labour regardless of contract form.  

  

The increased use of non-standard labour raises the question of skill reproduction and 

training for workers employed on such contracts. Perhaps because of the increased 
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dependency on non-standard labour, particularly subcontractors, and the complex 

matrix of inter-firm patron-supplier relationships, a surprising number of respondents 

demonstrated positions on the training of non-standard labour that would arguably 

contradict the logic of externalisation often associated with the use of such labour, 

essentially that the front-loaded skills training will have been provided by someone 

else (Table 3).   

 

Insert Table 3 about here 

 

Of those firms that provided training to direct staff, only one in ten firms disagreed 

with the statement that training non-standard labour is an investment in the future of 

the industry, which could be interpreted as a recognition of the continued reliance on 

occupational labour markets shared by employers in the industry. Furthermore, 43.8 

per cent disagreed with the statement that it was ‘not their responsibility to train non-

standard labour’, compared to 37.2 per cent of firms who agreed. However, a high 

proportion of the sample agreed that agencies and sub-contract firms should provide 

training and self-employed workers should maintain their own skills. Furthermore, 55 

per cent of firms agreed that it was not in the firm’s long-term interest to train workers 

with no long-term attachment to the firm, compared to only 26.3 per cent who 

disagreed.    

 

Yet despite these statements a surprising number of firms seemed willing to commit 

resources to the training of non-standard labour. Predictably, of those respondents that 

used subcontract labour, there were no firms that did not offer training to direct staff 

but who did provide training for any form of non-standard labour. However of those 
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firms that used subcontractors and did provide training to direct staff, 14.9 per cent 

also provided formal off-site training for subcontract labour, 20.9 per cent provided 

formal on-site training, and 32.1 per cent provided on-the-job training. It is notable 

that the CITB make grants available to support the training of labour only 

subcontractors, as long as the employer meets a proportion of the cost. It should also 

be recognised that there is a self-interest penalty avoidance issue here in terms of 

ensuring all workers on-site meet the requirements of Health and Safety legislation. 

Similarly, of those firms that provided training for direct employees and utilised 

agency staff, 9.2 per cent provided formal off-site training, 27.6 per cent provided 

formal on-site training and 37.9 per cent provided on-the-job-training to agency 

workers. Of those firms that provided training for direct employees and used self 

employed labour, 14.3 per cent provided formal off-site training, 26.5 per cent 

provided formal on-site training and 42.9 per cent provided on-the-job training for 

self-employed workers. These figures point to the fact that the use of on-the-job 

training is significantly more prevalent for all categories of non-standard labour, 

compared to formal on-site or off-site training. We must therefore be wary of drawing 

conclusions regarding the quality of the training offered to non-standard workers - 

although it should also be remembered that on-the-job training was the most common 

form of training received by direct employees.  

 

Conclusion 

 

In terms of training within the construction and civil engineering industry the headline 

figure of 92 per cent of firms offering training to directly employed staff suggests a 

healthy state of affairs, although more detailed investigation reveals that this is 
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misleadingly optimistic. Training is less prevalent in small firms, which given their 

numerical dominance of the industry and the proportion of employment within small 

firms, may be a cause of concern. This numerical dominance of small firms means 

that more training in the industry as a whole is located within such firms (CITB 

2003), but the results from the current study suggest that individual small firms are 

less likely to train than their large firm counterparts. Small firms were also more 

reliant on on-the-job training, with formal off-site training being more a feature of 

large employers, although overall only a minority of firms had a formal written 

training policy. The difference between small and large firms was particularly stark in 

terms of the offering of apprenticeships, which has implications in terms of the 

perceived need to attract new workers into the industry. Preliminary findings from the 

qualitative fieldwork suggest that small firms feel they are less able to accommodate a 

non-productive worker during the period of apprenticeship. Given the important role 

played by small firms in training new recruits into the industry, the small proportion 

of firms willing to take apprentices is worrying, and perhaps presents policy makers 

with a potential area for growth. 

 

Related to the issue of attracting people into the industry, a large proportion of firms 

reported difficulties with the recruitment of direct staff. This was particularly 

pronounced amongst large firms, which perhaps reflects a greater propensity to recruit 

by larger employers. In terms of responses to labour supply issues raised by 

recruitment problems, increasing wages, upgrading the skills of existing employees 

and engaging subcontractors were the favoured policies overall. Perhaps due to the 

financial constraints faced by smaller employers, increases in pay were less favoured 

and the use of subcontractors was the main response for small firms facing 



 21 

recruitment difficulties. The results are suggestive of a duality in the approach to 

labour supply issues, with both an internal response in the form of upgrading the skills 

of existing employees, and an external response in terms of the increased use of 

subcontractors. It should be noted that neither of these strategies are commensurate 

with attracting new workers into the industry. Indeed it has been suggested that the 

presence of supply of contingent labour acts as a deterrent to the provision of 

apprenticeship training within the sector (Gospel and Fuller, 1998).  

 

The use of non-standard labour is prevalent throughout the construction and civil 

engineering industry, with subcontracting being the most commonly utilised form. 

The data demonstrates an overall increase in the amount of work allocated to non-

standard labour, particularly subcontractors. Interestingly self-employment as a form 

of non-standard labour seems to be decreasing, although this is more likely to be a 

supply-side issue due to recent changes in income tax legislation. The increase in the 

use of subcontractors can be explained by the need to compensate for the dwindling 

supply of self-employed workers, and confirms the status of subcontractors as one of 

the primary responses to the problems with the supply of direct labour. However, the 

data also suggest that firms are facing problems with shortages in recruitment of non-

standard labour, indicating an overall shortage in the availability of skilled workers 

from any contract source.  

 

This brings us to the issue of the training of non-standard labour. Given the 

assumption of the front-loading of training for construction and civil engineering 

workers, respondents demonstrated some perhaps surprising views regarding the 

training of non-standard labour. Many respondents disagreed with the notion that it 
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was not their responsibility to train non-standard labour, and recognised it as an 

investment in the future of the industry. However a large majority of respondents saw 

it as the responsibility of subcontractors and agencies to train their own staff and self-

employed workers to maintain their own skills.  

 

One interpretation is that this reflects the on-going recognition of the continued 

importance of the occupational labour market, from which all employers benefit. It 

should also be noted that much of the on-going training for skilled workers under any 

contract type may be informed by legal compulsion due to Health and Safety 

legislation. Some firms demonstrated a willingness to commit resources to the 

training of non-standard labour, and the CITB do offer grants in support of the 

training of labour only subcontractors, however the self-interest penalty-avoidance 

motive must be considered. In terms of policy, this suggests that legislation in the area 

of Health and Safety has had an impact upon training in the construction and civil 

engineering industry.  

 

Despite these positive developments, the problem of long-term skills requirement in 

this sector remain. Both the CITB and the Department for Education and Skills have 

raised concerns about the level of skills shortages in the construction industry and the 

low numbers of new workers being attracted into the sector (see, for example, 

Department for Education and Employment (DfEE), 2000). Suggested solutions to 

this problem have focused on increasing the skills of the existing workforce by 

encouraging workers to train for recognised qualifications, and on increasing the 

amount of workers who are multi-skilled (DfEE, 2000: 76). An alternative strategy 

has been to attempt to attract workers into construction from non-traditional 
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recruitment grounds beyond the customary core of 16-19 year old males (DfEE, 2000: 

76).  Yet, the survey evidence presented in the current study reveals the complexities 

of skills reproduction in an industry dominated by small firms, and where the use of 

non-standard labour is commonplace.  

 

The DfEE suggested that an increase in the use of non-standard labour has led to an 

emphasis being placed by employers on skills related to ‘conceiving, scheduling and 

managing projects’ rather than ‘operational, site-based skills (which) are important, 

but do not vary much from company to company, and so are not the real drivers of 

competitive success or failure’ (DfEE, 2000: 10). Although this echoes the familiar 

HRM axiom espousing the firm’s blend of skills as a unique source of competitive 

advantage not easily copied by business rivals, such rhetoric may be difficult to 

reconcile with an industry that remains so dependent on an occupational labour 

market for resourcing production. Downplaying the importance of production skills in 

this way is also at odds with the ongoing concerns over the general shortage of labour 

in the industry (CITB, 2002c). Furthermore, the suggestion that such production skills 

can ‘simply be bought in when needed’ (DfEE, 2000: 10) may increasingly prove to 

be a flawed assumption with potentially deleterious consequences for the industry as a 

whole.  

 

Addressing concerns over the shortage of new workers entering the industry requires 

policies to encourage an increase in apprenticeships amongst the numerically 

dominant small firms. The increased use of non-standard labour, particularly amongst 

small firms also offers no long-term solution to the problem. The present study has 

identified that the reliance on non-standard labour may be leading to further long-term 
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skills shortages in the industry. Individual workers may move between contract types, 

therefore increasing the supply of subcontract workers at the expense of self-

employed workers, but the sum of contract types remains a finite pool of labour which 

is not being replenished. Already it appears that problems with the availability of non-

standard labour are emerging, which suggests that the logic of externalisation cannot 

ameliorate the longer-term problems of attracting new people into the industry.  
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Table 1 Training Initiatives by Firm Size 
Form of Training % of All 

Firms  
% of 
Small 
Firms 

% of Medium 
Sized Firms 

% of 
Large 
Firms 

Industry Based Apprenticeships 36.3 10.3 29.8 73 
Non-apprenticeship Entry Level 
Training  

30 13.8 24.5 56.8 

On-site Assessment and Training  35 27.6 30.9 51.4 
Other Training Leading to 
Externally Recognised 
Qualifications 

51.3 37.9 44.7 78.4 

Other training NOT leading to 
externally recognised 
qualifications 

55 41.4 53.2 70.3 

N=188 
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Table 2 : Most important responses to recruitment shortages with direct staff   
 
 All firms  

(%) 
Large 
firms 
(%) (75+ 
employees) 

Medium-
sized firms 
(10-74 
employees) 
(%) 

Small firms 
(0-9 
employees) 
(%) 

Increase pay 55.3 65.4 55.6 35.7 
Upgrade skills of existing 
staff 

36.2 30.8 38.9 35.7 

Increase use of 
subcontractors 

36.2 34.6 35.2 42.9 

Change recruitment 
methods 

27.7 30.8 24.1 35.7 

Increase non-wage 
benefits 

13.8 11.5 18.5 0 

Increase use of self-
employed workers 

25.5 15.4 27.8 35.7 

Increase use of agency 
staff 

23.4 34.6 20.4 14.3 

Expand geographical 
catchment area 

16.0 11.5 20.4 7.1 

Increase apprenticeships 14.9 15.4 13 21.4 
Increase career 
development 
opportunities within the 
firm 

9.6 23.1 5.6 0 

Increase other entry-level 
training 

7.4 3.8 9.3 7.1 

Number 94 26 54 14 
Notes 
-Table shows the percentage of those firms experiencing recruitment shortages who 
cited a particular reason as one of the three most important responses to such a 
shortage.  
-102 firms (54.3%) reported recruitment shortages for direct staff. The table is limited 
to the 94 firms who provided ranking information on the importance of the responses 
they adopted.   
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Table 3 Attitudes towards training of non-standard labour  
 
 Agree (%) Neither agree 

nor disagree 
(%) 

Disagree 
(%)  

Number 

It is not our firm’s responsibility to 
train non-standard labour 

37.2 19.0 43.8 121 

It is not in the firm’s interests to 
train workers who have no long-
term attachment to the firm. 

55.0 18.6 26.2 118 

Training non-standard labour is an 
investment in the future of the 
industry.  

59.7 29.4 10.9 119 

You cannot expect the same levels 
of skill from non-standard labour 
compared to directly employed staff 

37.2 22.3 40.5 121 

It is the responsibility of self-
employed workers to maintain their 
own skills  

72.5 13.3 14.2 120 

It is the responsibility of subcontract 
firms to provide training for their 
workers  

90.8 5.8 3.3 120 

It is the responsibility of agencies to 
provide training for their workers 

81.5 15.1 3.4 119 

Note : Analysis is restricted to those firms who provided training for direct labour 
 
                                                 
i Firms are exempt from the levy if their wage bill, including payment to labour-only contractors is less 
than £61,000. The levy is currently equal to 0.5 per cent  of payroll of employees and apprentices and 
1.5 per cent of payment made to labour-only subcontractors (The Industrial Training Levy 
(Construction Board) Order 2002). The rate of the levy has to receive formal approval from Parliament. 
 
ii The definition of apprenticeship schemes follows the broader understanding of the terms described by 
Gospel (1998) based on a set of “reciprocal rights and duties” between employer and trainee over an 
extended period of time, during which the trainee works for a lower wage than qualified workers in 
return for instruction in a range of broad occupational skills. For the purposes of the study traditional 
apprenticeships and Modern Apprenticeships were combined under the heading of Industry Based 
Apprenticeships in order to avoid any confusion among respondents caused by the absence of such a 
distinction within CITB literature (see CITB, 2002c). 
 
 
 


