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INTRODUCTION: 

The construction industry in the 

UK is navigating difficult waters 

at present. From almost all 

sectors and on all levels of the 

industry there are calls for 

change and how desperately it’s 

needed.  

The question is; are the leaders 

listening? 

There’s no doubt that 

construction leaders have their 

hands full at the moment, 

balancing the demands of 

delivering on existing projects, 

ensuring there’s enough work 

coming into the future pipeline, 

as well as trying to plan and 

mitigate for the unknown risks 

and consequences of Brexit.   

Added to this, industry reports 

have highlighted that the 

shockwaves of Carillion’s 

collapse are far from over. As the 

knock-on effect continues to be 

unraveled within the industry, 

it’s presenting yet more 

challenges for industry leaders.  

One thing is glaringly apparent, 

Carillion’s leadership have a lot 

to answer for.  

 

 

Carillion has shown that the old 

school traditional way of doing 

business is not only flawed but 

also very risky. No organisation 

can continuously absorb losses, 

no matter how big they are.   

The event has given the industry 

a much needed wake-up call, 

and to their credit some leaders 

have achieved impressive 

turnarounds in a very short 

space of time.  

Will others follow? And what 

have they done differently to 

make the impact that they have?  

This white paper takes a critical 

look at some of the challenges 

facing leaders in construction 

and what the new face of 

leadership needs to look like if 

the industry is to rebound.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ellis Fox recruits top talents for 

the top 50 main contractors in 

infrastructure and utilities.  

Specialising in this senior niche 

of construction recruitment, it is 

critical that we stay up to date 

on industry happenings and the 

impact they have on various 

sectors of the industry.  

It is only by doing this that we 

can ensure we’re identifying the 

right people with the right skills 

to place in senior positions, and 

who will have to navigate the 

changes the industry is 

experiencing.  

These are our thoughts on 

Leadership and what feel the 

construction industry needs to 

futureproof themselves.  
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Traditions are nice, comforting 

and easy, because when you’re 

doing things the way they have 

always been done, people don’t 

need to think. They don’t need to 

expand their capacity or 

innovate and productivity isn’t 

really a concern.  

It’s even less of a concern when 

organisations continue to 

reward executives with big 

salaries and bonuses regardless 

of their performance. Why 

change? Life is good! 

But life in the industry isn’t good 

and hasn’t been since before 

2008. While almost every 

commercial sector was hard hit 

by the recession a decade ago, 

construction in particular has  

 

 

 

failed to emerge any wiser or 

stronger as a result.  

Low cost bidding, overspending 

on budgets, low productivity and 

late payments continue to 

plague the sector.  

Unlike other industries, little has 

changed in the modus operandi 

of Tier 1 contractors in particular 

and it shows in their financial 

results.  

It’s only when something like the 

Carillion collapse happens that 

people start to look around them 

and consider that maybe change 

needs to happen now. Business 

as usual can’t continue or they 

may just be the next Carillion.  

 

 

 

 

For many contractors it’s already 

too late with insolvencies 

doubling in construction since 

2016.  

Industry analysts have warned 

that some Tier 1 contractors 

need to implement drastic 

change if they want to avoid the 

same demise. But instead of 

leaders listening, their response 

has been to pocket large 

bonuses and make vague 

promises about turnarounds. 

On the positive side, to show that 

change is possible, other Tier 1 

contractors have achieved a 

turnaround and appear to be on 

the path of positive growth. Not 

necessarily in terms of revenue, 

but rather by focusing on the 

more important sustainability 

indicators such as productivity 

and profit margins.   

If these main contractors can 

achieve a turnaround it reflects 

that change is possible, but it 

requires a new strategy, and 

more importantly a new 

approach to leadership in 

construction.  
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OLD SCHOOL IS OLD NEWS – 

IS IT THE REASON FOR POOR 

PERFORMANCE?  

 

It is true that the majority of 

main contractors are headed up 

by men and the industry often 

comes under fire for the lack of 

gender diversity in the top ranks. 

It certainly gives the impression 

of an old school boys club.  

The McKinsey & Co - Delivering 

through Diversity Report 

published in January 2018, cites 

a direct link between diversity in 

leadership and improved 

productivity. So is the lack of 

diversity in construction the 

reason the industry is 

performing so poorly?  

There are many that would 

argue it has little relevance. 

While the women who do hold 

executive positions may be in the 

minority, they are well respected 

by their peers.  

Leadership in construction 

requires individuals who have 

mettle in addition to the 

necessary skills and experience. 

The industry is just too complex 

and challenging to fake your way 

through it. However, it should 

not be forgotten that one of the 

reason’s diversity in leadership 

has a positive impact on results  

 

 

is that it creates a broader range 

of perspectives.    

In 2008, CIOB published a 

research study highlighting a 

distinct lack of influential 

leadership in construction. 

What’s interesting is that when 

respondents were asked to rank 

the top five qualities of an 

influential leader, the response 

from the women specific sample 

was slightly different from men.  

While overall Communications 

Skills were ranked as #1 and 

Understanding of the Business 

and Decisiveness were ranked 

3rd and 5th respectively, women 

replaced Strategic Vision at #2 

with Integrity and replaced 

integrity at #4 with Being Open 

to Change.  

Interesting that being Open to 

Change doesn’t appear to be as 

much of a priority for male 

leaders.  Could this be part of the 

reason why the industry has 

progressed so little in the past 

decade? 

These may seem like small and 

insignificant things, but 

considering how little has 

changed in the construction 

industry in the past decade and 

how poorly the industry has been 

performing, maybe it’s time to 

start focusing on the little things. 

Because just perhaps they are 

the things that could make the 

biggest difference in creating a  

 

more productive and robust 

industry.  

 

LACK OF LEADERSHIP STRATEGY 

Another key finding of the 2008 

CIOB study of Leadership in 

Construction showed that 56% 

of companies surveyed had no 

leadership strategy or succession 

plan in place.  This should have 

been a concern then already, 

considering the majority of 

leaders were between the ages 

of 45 and 55.  

A decade later many of those 

leaders are now coming up for 

retirement. Industry surveys 

have highlighted that there  

 

Top 5 qualities of an influential leader 

– all   

# Attribute:  

1 Communication skills  

2 Strategic vision  

3 Understanding of the business  

4 Integrity  

5 Decisiveness  
 

Top 5 qualities of an influential leader 

– women 

# Attribute: 

1 Communication skills 

2 Integrity 

3 Understanding of the business 

4 Open to change 

5 Decisiveness 
 

Source: 

https://policy.ciob.org/research/leadership-in-

the-construction-industry/ 
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aren’t sufficient skills entering 

the industry to cover the amount 

of senior expertise exiting the 

industry. And that this factor, 

contributing to the skills 

shortage, represents one of the 

biggest challenges for the 

industry.  

Could this have been averted had 

succession plans and leadership 

strategies been implemented ten 

years ago? Or were leaders too 

busy trying to keep their heads 

above water to think that far 

ahead? It shows a glaring flaw in 

the strategic vision that was 

ranked as being so important.  

 

A FLAWED SUCCESSION MODEL 

A classic mistake made in 

construction is that current 

leaders employ “mini me’s” to 

replace them. They look for  

 

 

people with similar skills and 

vision.  

The problem with that strategy is 

that it makes change nearly 

impossible, and isn’t change 

what new leadership is all 

about? 

 

WHY TRADITIONAL LEADERSHIP 

IN CONSTRUCTION NEEDS TO 

CHANGE 

It has been assumed that people 

taking up leadership roles in 

construction have the necessary 

knowledge and expertise to steer 

their organisations to success.  

Traditionally decisions made in 

the boardroom were passed 

down for implementation with 

little or no discussion or input 

from operational management.  

 

 

 

The problem with this approach 

is that it is disconnected with the 

operations and what is actually 

happening on the ground.  

 

The marketplace is changing, 

not only in terms of terms of 

client expectations, but also in 

terms of the number of factors 

influencing construction 

projects.  

Funding availability has been 

greatly impacted by economic 

factors. Contractors now also 

need to take into consideration 

environmental factors and 

requirements. Planning 

regulations are changing as are 

Health and Safety requirements 

which impact the materials used 

as well as the supply chain.  

Any one of these factors, if not 

properly planned for, can cause 

delays and increased costs.  

Traditionally, increases would be 

absorbed as losses and offset 

against future increases in 

project revenue. This may have 

worked as a short term solution  

 

“I cannot say whether 

things will get better if 

we change; what I can 

say is they must change 

if they are to get better.” 

– Georg C. 

Lichtenburg 
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in the past with main contractors 

able to recover swiftly enough 

for it not to have a long term 

impact on profits.  

However, in the past decade 

these losses have eroded away 

at profit margins, ultimately 

causing most Tier 1 contractors 

to realise its unsustainability – 

especially following the Carillion 

Collapse.   

 

The inability of the industry to 

deliver on time or on budget, 

especially on major flagship 

projects has come to be the 

expected norm. Why is this 

acceptable?  

There is no question that the 

operational side of construction 

is highly complex involving 

multiple parties within the 

supply chain. But surely there is 

a solution? Delivery failure 

highlights just one of the reasons 

greater collaboration is required 

in decision making.  

Already some contractors have 

proven that getting key 

members of the supply chain  

 

 

involved in decision making 

earlier on in the process – even 

as early as the bidding stage – 

can help to identify and mitigate 

risks early on, that otherwise 

could cause project delays and 

escalating costs when 

construction starts.  

If nothing else the need for 

greater collaboration highlights 

one of the most important 

reasons why the traditional 

model of top down decision 

making is no longer relevant in 

construction.  

Additionally, senior leaders may 

have knowledge gained by years 

of experience in the industry, but 

they have less of an 

understanding of new influences 

to the industry – such as 

technology.  

While they may have a basic high 

level knowledge of the benefits 

of some technologies, as has  

 

 

been presented to them in the 

boardroom.  

Executives do not always have a 

detailed understanding of how 

the technologies actually work 

so they are less inclined to invest 

in them and don’t know how to 

make full use of the benefits 

technology offers or incorporate 

these into strategic planning.    

The simple truth is that the old 

style of leadership is no longer 

relevant. It is holding the industry 

back, and it needs to change.  

Perhaps it’s time to change 

direction from what industry 

leaders know and can do, to 

rather focus on what the industry 

needs to move forward.  

 

 

The greatest danger in 

times of turbulence is 

not the turbulence – it is 

to act with yesterday’s 

logic. – Peter Drucker 
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Business leaders are judged on 

one thing above all others – their 

ability to deliver.  

For clients it’s the ability to 

deliver on project projections 

and promises.  

For suppliers it’s to effect on time 

orders and payments.   

For management teams and 

employees it’s the ability to 

make sound strategic decisions 

in the face of challenges and 

sometimes unknown risks.  

And for shareholders, all they 

want to know is how much 

money is sitting above the 

bottom line.  

 

DELIVERY FAILURE 

For the past decade leaders in 

construction have not been 

delivering. So what do they need 

to do differently?  

Given the current turmoil in the 

industry, one of the biggest 

questions being asked of leaders 

is:  

What are you going to do 

to futureproof the 

organization?  

 

 

Granted much of this has to do 

with the uncertainties of Brexit, 

highlighting how poorly 

positioned the industry is to face 

additional and yet unknown 

challenges.  

 

 

Construction Leadership is going 

to require a more strategic and 

collaborative approach to doing 

business.  

Leaders are going to need to be 

open to change, consider future 

impacts and risks of the 

decisions they make today and 

have a very clear vision of where 

they want to take the 

organization.  

 

 

 

WHAT HAS BEEN THE INDUSTRY 

RESPONSE SO FAR?  

There is very little that is 

innovative about the approach 

taken so far by some Tier 1 Main 

Contractors to futureproof their 

organisations.  

 

For many the first response has 

been to trim the fat in an effort 

to achieve cost savings by 

reducing the size of executive 

teams and in some cases 

removing an entire level of high 

level management.  

While this may have the desired 

effect of reducing the payroll, it’s 

a once off impact and the 

question remains if it will 

actually make the organization 

more efficient in the long term? 
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Other organisations, with a 

similar cost cutting strategy in 

mind have removed entire 

divisions.  

This would make sense it was a 

redundant, outdated and non-

performing division. However, 

removing a division in the 

process of implementing digital 

transformation through BIM, VR 

or other technologies, has to 

make one question if the 

leadership has any 

understanding at all of the 

benefits technology can offer the 

organization? – specifically with 

regard to helping futureproof 

the organization.  

One strategy employed by a few 

Tier 1 Main Contractors has 

more promise, and is already 

showing dividends.  

They have achieved a positive 

turnaround by being more 

selective of the projects they 

take on, ensuring they achieve 

better profit margins rather than 

simply chasing higher revenues.  

 

 

 

There has also been debate on 

whether it’s time to relook at the 

Tier1 operating model with some 

clients questioning if it wouldn’t 

be better to exclude Tier 1’s from 

contract arrangements and deal 

directly with Tier 2 contractors 

who are achieving better 

margins.  

 

WHAT IMPACT HAS THIS 

INDUSTRY RESPONSE HAD ON 

THE PEOPLE AND SKILLS 

AVAILABLE? 

With senior people losing their 

jobs and fewer senior positions 

becoming available, how can 

organisations access the 

expertise they need to 

futureproof themselves?  

The obvious solution is a 

strategic one. By taking a critical 

look at the business and where 

change is most needed, 

organisations can then employ 

an interim manager to oversee 

specific change projects.  

Interims are typically senior 

people who have specific skills or 

areas of expertise.  

This has two distinct benefits:  

Firstly, an interim has no political 

involvement in the organization. 

They are not there to move up 

the ranks, they are there to 

deliver on a specific objective.  

 

 

They therefore will be able to 

achieve change more effectively.  

The second benefit is that the 

cost to the organisation is set 

because employment is for a set 

term and if any bonuses are 

negotiated they can be tied to 

specific performance outcomes.  

This means that the business is 

less likely to carry dead weight.  

Another change that has 

emerged in the industry is that it 

now has fewer technical people 

at the helm. For traditionalist 

they may not like the idea that 

there is a ceiling for engineers 

and quantity surveyors within 

the industry.  

However, with a primary focus 

on profit margins, it’s no surprise 

that most CEO’s in Tier 1 Main 

Contractors now hail from a 

financial background. Their 

expertise is in achieving financial 

results is indeed valuable.  

The industry could certainly 

benefit of the combined financial 

and technical expertise 

executives have if they take a 

leadership approach of greater 

collaboration.  

  

‘The reality is that the 

only way change comes 

is when you lead by 

example.’  

– Anne Wojcicki  
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WHERE ARE THE SKILLS GAPS?  

There are several areas where 

skills gaps exist, presenting 

opportunities for emerging 

leaders.  

 

1. TECHNOLOGY  

Industry reports highlight the 

advantages and benefits that 

technology can offer the 

construction industry, yet 

implementation has been slow.  

There is a distinct shortage of 

skilled people who understand 

and can implement new 

technologies within the 

construction industry and 

therein lies an opportunity.  

Young employees are not as 

interested in the construction 

industry as they are about 

technology and innovation. If 

employers want to attract 

younger talent, then technology 

is the hook that could get them 

into the industry.  

The problem is that lack of 

understanding in terms of 

technology on an executive level. 

It leaves board members 

reluctant to release funds to 

invest in the technologies 

needed.   

Leaders who have an 

understanding of some of these 

technologies will be highly  

 

sought after in the future as they 

become more widely adopted.  

There is also an opportunity to 

transfer skills. Leaders from the 

technology sector may well find 

opportunities to head up 

implementation or maintenance 

projects in construction.  

 

2. TECHNICAL SKILLS 

As projects become more 

complex, the demand for 

engineers, quantity surveyors 

and related technical expertise 

will increase, particularly in the 

civil sector where investment in 

infrastructure is increasing.  

Engineers will not only be 

challenged in terms of design in 

already congested urban areas, 

but as in the case of smart 

motorways, will also be required 

to be able to integrate designs 

with emerging technologies.  

 

3. PROJECT MANAGEMENT 

The consistent failure of 

contractors to meet their 

deliverables points to a lack of 

effective project management 

skills within the industry on 

multiple levels.  

People that can demonstrate an 

ability to deliver on projects, 

despite challenges that emerge  

 

 

as projects roll out will be highly 

sought after.  

 

4. SUPPLYCHAIN 

MANAGEMENT 

Brexit is going to bring with it a 

whole new set of challenges 

specifically with regards to the 

supply chain. To manage supply 

chain timelines, accounting for 

customs delays and new tariffs is 

going to require people with this 

expertise.  

 

5. CHANGE MANAGEMENT 

As restructuring appears to be 

the default response, it is going 

to require skilled change 

managers to implement this 

effectively.  

While reducing the workforce 

may be a financial decision 

aimed at improving the 

efficiency of the business, the 

negative impacts of 

restructuring and retrenchments 

should not be forgotten.  

If people do not feel secure in 

their jobs, they will not be 

motivated to perform and 

productivity could decrease even 

further.   
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The construction industry is 

facing a unique set of challenges 

which is going require a new 

style of leadership. Not only will 

leaders have to manage the 

internal workings of the business 

to ensure profitability, there are 

also added marketplace 

challenges: 

  

COMPETITION FROM CHINA 

Recently, Chinese contractors 

have started making their mark 

in the UK, offering competitive 

pricing and advanced design and 

technologies.  

Given how successfully China has 

developed in the past decade 

and how rapidly they have had to 

expand their infrastructure to 

accommodate a burgeoning 

industrial sector in China, they 

are well positioned to provide the 

expertise the construction 

industry needs in the UK.  

British contractors are going to 

have to work hard to prove their 

value to clients, not only in terms 

of cost but also in terms of 

expertise.  

 

 

 

 

BREXIT 

Brexit is of course on the top of 

everyone’s agenda, especially 

seeing a no-deal exit seems 

inevitable.  

While the full impacts are largely 

unknown, construction leaders 

are going to be judged on how 

they well they plan ahead in 

terms of mitigating the risks and 

how well they navigate through 

the transition.  

It’s going to require strong 

decision making backed up by 

well thought out strategies.  

 

 

 

 

 

SKILLS SHORTAGE 

Unless construction leaders use 

their influence, the current skills 

shortage will become a crisis 

that could cripple the industry.  

Critics claim that not enough has 

been done to stimulate interest 

in the industry and dispel the 

myth that construction is an 

industry that is all about blue 

collar manual labour.  

Leaders have an opportunity to 

get behind the efforts to 

showcase the diverse career 

opportunities that exists in the 

industry in order to attract a 

younger, more technically 

advanced, and more diverse 

workforce.    

 

 

 

‘A leader is one who knows the way, goes the way, and 

shows the way.’ —John Maxwell 
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3 KEY ATTRIBUTES NEEDED FOR 

FUTURE LEADERS IN 

CONSTRUCTION 

 

1. THE ABILIY TO MAKE 

ORGANISATIONS AGILE  

Perhaps one of the defining 

characteristics of the current 

marketplace is the speed at 

which change is happening. 

Technology combined with a 

global economy is raising the 

expectations of what’s possible 

with both clients and employees.   

Future leaders will not only have 

the challenge of trying to keep 

up, they will also have to be able 

to make decisions quickly and 

work towards building 

organisations that are agile and 

can respond quickly to change.  

Planning for projected risks is 

important, but in terms of 

futureproofing a business, 

making it agile is critical.   

 

This will involve building a culture 

that is open to change and 

innovation – a challenging task 

considering how construction is 

so entrenched in old habits. It 

will require investing in new 

technologies and the expertise 

needed to implement and 

maintain them.  

It will require taking a strategic 

look at the current business 

model to see which areas of the 

operation would hinder agility 

and what could be done to 

change this.  

It would also require a visionary 

approach to the marketplace and 

the ability to seek out 

opportunities and ways to add 

more value to the business 

proposal.  

 

2. THE ABILITY TO 

COLLABORATE EFFECTIVELY 

 

 

There are simply too many 

complexities in construction to 

expect one person, division or 

business to be able to keep on 

top of everything on their own.  

Collaboration is the way forward 

where leaders will be required to 

listen as well as work alongside 

other leaders and organisations.  

It is often the people at the 

coalface of the operation that are 

best positioned to identify issues 

and opportunities.  

When they are then given the 

freedom and opportunity to 

come up with solutions, and 

leaders make themselves 

available to listen to what these 

people have to say, it can build a 

stronger business because it is 

providing real solutions for real 

problems. Not just theoretical 

issues.   

The success of several recent 

joint ventures demonstrates that 

contractors are realizing the 

value in pooling expertise even 

amongst competitors in the 

industry.  

Collaboration not only reduces 

the risk, it also opens up 

opportunities for innovation.  

With more diverse expertise 

applying their minds to 

problems, it increases the 

possibility of more efficient 

outcomes.    
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3. THE ABILITY TO CREATE A 

SUCCESSION PLAN 

Effective leaders work with 

tomorrow in mind, always aware 

that while they might be on top, 

their success depends on having a 

strong support base beneath 

them. They embrace diversity, 

preferring to have a broad range 

of expertise and perspectives to 

draw on.  

Future leadership is built by 

drawing of the expertise of 

others in the form of mentorship 

or providing opportunities for 

learning in terms of 

secondments.  

While leaders look for leadership 

potential in others, they don’t 

look for a duplication of 

themselves. They encourage 

change, forward thinking, 

collaborative learning and 

innovation. 

 

CHARACTERISTICS AND SKILLS 

THAT CREATE ROBUST 

LEADERSHIP 

While it is true that certain 

people have natural leadership 

abilities, developing certain skills 

and characteristics can make 

one a better leader. Also the face 

of leadership is changing.  

Charisma was once viewed as a 

sought after natural leadership 

trait, however, people today are  

 

 

not as easily influenced. They are 

weary of charm and being 

manipulated, preferring 

transparency and accountability 

over smooth sounding words.  

People want to work for 

leaders they can respect and 

earning that respect 

requires a different 

approach.  

Some of the most effective 

leaders have sought to strip 

away hierarchy in their 

organisation, creating an open 

door policy to all employees, no 

matter their role. This has been 

successful in building a stronger 

organizational culture with more 

loyal employees.  

It also keeps middle 

management accountable, 

knowing that their team 

members have access to the 

boss should they have concerns.  

 

 

Unfortunately while this utopia 

exists in many global 

organisations it is yet to be 

implemented in the construction 

sector.  

The question is, will leaders start 

to look to other sectors to learn 

from their successes or will they 

blindly continue to butt their 

heads against a brick wall?   

Yes leaders in construction need 

to be excellent communicators 

and negotiators and have a 

strong strategic vision, but 

business today is about more 

than just the bottom line.  

Profits are achieved through 

creating value for clients and 

building a strong reputation in 

the industry that includes 

treating employees and 

suppliers fairly.  

Also important, given the current 

uncertainty in the industry, is for  
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leaders to operate with integrity, 

being accountable for their 

actions and transparent in their 

communications. Claiming large 

bonuses while in the next breath 

announcing company losses and 

layoffs will not garner any 

respect.   

Finally, and perhaps most 

importantly, leaders will be 

required to lead the way in terms 

of digital transformation.  

Technology has a great deal to 

offer the construction sector in 

terms of improving efficiency, 

productivity, safety and 

profitability, but it will require 

leaders who understand how, 

where and when it can be used 

most effectively if it is going to 

achieve those results.   

 

CONCLUSION: 

 

Leadership in construction is not 

for the faint hearted, especially 

given the current economic 

conditions and the challenges 

the industry will face in the 

coming months.  

However, having said that, it is 

also a great time for capitalsing 

on industry opportunities.  

The infrastructure sector is 

growing and with the major 

investments being announced in 

smart motorways there are 

opportunities for those up to 

date with technology to head up 

major projects.  

 

 

The industry will be looking 

for a new style of leadership, 

people with the strength of 

character and ability to 

successfully bring about 

change.  

Will you be one of those people?  

Will your organisation be one 

that despite the odds, is able to 

emerge stronger from this 

decade that has taken so many 

casualties?  

Will construction finally start to 

learn from their mistakes and 

recognise that now is the time for 

a new style of leadership to drive 

the industry forward?  

 

 

 

 

If you need to strengthen the 

leadership of your organization, 

talk to us. We can help you find 

the right people with the right 

leadership qualities you need.  

Contact us via email at 

team@ellisfox.co.uk or call us on 

Tel: 020 7183 0255.  

 

 

‘Change is a normal part of our lives, but it’s uncomfortable for the vast majority of people 

because it makes them feel like they’ve lost control.’  

– Mary Jo Asmus 

 

mailto:team@ellisfox.co.uk
http://www.aspire-cs.com/change-management-change-leadership/

