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Introduction:  
 

For the past few years the UK construction and infrastructure sectors have been weathering a never ending 

storm. First it was the Carillion collapse which highlighted you’re never too big to fall, then the 

uncertainties of Brexit. Since 2015, the industry has been in decline. Going from a high of £18000 million 

in project starts by the end of 2015 to less than £8000 million in project starts by the beginning of 2020. 

Then just as construction was starting to rebound for 

the first time in years in early 2020, the pandemic hit, 

forcing site restrictions and closures nationwide. This 

presented some unique challenges and opportunities 

for construction.  

Challenges in the form of added health and safety 

protocols, employee absences, project postponements 

or cancellations, and supply chain delays to name a 

few. But in the midst of this came a massive 

opportunity. Keeping in mind that the industry was in 

decline even before the pandemic, continuing with 

business as usual, thinking that demand alone will drive 

success, is wishful thinking. With the world grinding to a halt, it’s been an opportunity to rethink and 

reset. To carefully consider making critical changes so that when the next crisis hits, and it will, the 

industry will be far better positioned to weather it.  

“Insanity is doing the same thing over and over and expecting a 

different result.” - Albert Einstein 

In this white paper we take a critical look at construction and infrastructure in the UK, as well as the 

internal and external factors hindering and influencing its success. What change is needed? How can it be 

brought about and where do the best opportunities for success lie? Infrastructure development and 

construction is being touted as the machine that will drive post-pandemic economic recovery. But this will 

largely depend on how open the industry is to change.  

ABOUT ELLIS FOX 

Ellis Fox is a recruiter for top talent for the top 50 main contractors in the UK. Specialists in recruiting 

Quantity Surveyors and senior roles for utilities and infrastructure, we are very aware of the dynamics of 

the industry, and see first-hand the value of having the right expertise in senior roles. It is an industry filled 

with opportunities and challenges and top of mind currently among industry leaders is how to implement 

change that will help create a more robust industry. In this white paper we discuss elements of business 

that can help create a more resilient and successful construction industry.  

 

(Source: https://www.aggbusiness.com/ab10/news/construction-uk-set-growth-2021-

and-2022) 
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PART 1 – LEARNING FROM HISTORY 

The construction industry has always been large, busy and messy. It ranks poorly in terms of volume of 

carbon emissions and waste generated, has a reputation for late payments and under bidding, guilty of 

budget over-runs and project delays, has low rankings in terms of diversity and inclusion and scores 

embarrassingly low as far as the gender pay gap is concerned. It is a very traditional industry, slow to 

adopt new technologies and processes and slow to change.  Given all these factors, it’s no surprise that 

it’s been struggling as each successive crisis chips away at what little resilience it has.  

The 2008 recession was a financial wake up call. Every year since then has brought more lessons. Seasonal 

flooding, extreme snowstorms and summer heatwaves suggest that the climate crisis scientists have been 

talking about for decades might actually be real. Climate goals have ushered in new legislation aimed at 

reforming operational structures. Voices from around the world are becoming increasingly louder about 

the need for greater diversity and inclusion in the workplace.  

And through this all the majority of companies have retained a primary goal – growth. Getting bigger, 

gaining more projects, more market share and a greater competitive advantage. Reducing risk, cutting 

costs and striving for greater profits.  And then the pandemic brought home one harsh reality – you’re 

only as strong as your weakest link.  

 

"It's fine to celebrate success but it is more important to heed the 

lessons of failure." -Bill Gates 
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Construction and infrastructure are often seen as essential industries especially as almost 80% of the 

population reside in urban settings. Infrastructure is a critical part of a functioning society. Perhaps it’s 

this known demand that caused the industry to become lackadaisical over time, allowing mistakes to be 

swept under the carpet and to continue with business as usual.  

It took a global catastrophe to make companies reconsider what sustainability really meant. If they wanted 

to survive, they needed to start listening, start questioning what’s critical, start understanding the sources 

of the problems, and recognising the sources of true value in the organisation. Were systems and processes 

really as important as people and outcomes? What should the priorities be, and what can be learned from 

industry failures and shortcomings?   

 

Key learnings from COVID-19 Lockdown: 

 Companies can be more adaptable than they think is possible.  

 Flexible working arrangements rarely hamper productivity as expected. 

 Having the right technology in place can streamline workflows. 

 Blind spots become more apparent when teams are under pressure.  

 Industries and communities are more connected and interdependent than we realise. 

 Small decisions can have big impacts and shortcuts can have big consequences. 

 Employee well-being is essential and can be impacted by multiple factors.  

 Collaboration is key to maximising value from organisational knowledge. 

 Building resilience requires a long term vision and a mission driven focus.   

 

 

 

Technology

Social Value

Climate 
Change

Circular 
Economy

Skills

Factors influencing resilience
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PART 2 – RETHINKING THE FUTURE 
 

The mantra of post-pandemic business is to build back better, to take the learnings from this turbulent 

time to implement change so that as a society and economy we can become more resilient. There is an 

acute awareness of the far reaching impacts of the current crisis and the need for change. Many of the 

issues that have plagued the construction industry for years are under the spotlight, primarily because 

companies are finding that in addressing these challenges, solutions for creating more resilient businesses 

are being found. What are some of the driving forces that are influencing change in the construction 

industry?  

Technology 

In many industries 2020 resulted in a 

significant acceleration of digital 

transformation and technology adoption. The 

need to work remotely and still be able to 

collaborate between team members 

highlighted the value of Business Information 

Management (BIM) technology and similar 

tools.  

Additionally, for the construction industry, site 

safety had to be enhanced, with guidelines 

suggesting that non-essential staff not spend 

time on site to reduce the concentration of 

people working in close proximity to one another. Suddenly investing in more advanced scanning tools 

and technologies became more attractive. Engineers, project directors and commercial leads don’t 

necessarily have to be on site in order to see progress. Sites can be assessed by drones, video cameras and 

other scanning devices and the data sent to teams working remotely. The added benefit is that more data 

is be collected and shared which can help keep projects on track. For example: Scans of a site can be 

digitally overlaid and compared to the original plans for accuracy. It becomes quicker and easier to pick 

up on any discrepancies and remedies can be actioned that much sooner, saving costs in terms of materials, 

expertise and time.  

Previously technology may have been viewed as a ‘nice to have’, but that view is changing with many 

business leaders viewing investments in leading technologies as essential tools. In the UK, industry 

regulators are planning on having BIM 3 fully integrated in the construction industry by 2025. The 

pandemic has provided the opportunity for technology to prove its worth and hasn’t disappointed. The 

need to accelerate productivity and build more efficiently has helped transition construction from old 

school mindsets be more open to adopting new technologies.   
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Social Value 

Demonstrating social value in major contracts was becoming a key criteria for project bidding even before 

the pandemic. Infrastructure is essentially developed for communities and therefore needs to be designed 

with the local residents and businesses in mind. Increasingly developers are having to incorporate more 

green public spaces into plans. In London especially, there has been a big push to revitalise areas by 

improving access roads and transport infrastructure, creating more pedestrian footpaths and cycling lanes 

and improving districts to stimulate retail and business.   

The pandemic has highlighted just how congested cities have become and how it can negatively impact 

community health and wellness – even in non-pandemic times. Air and noise pollution have become an 

accepted norm for city life, but the environmental and health impacts have been adding up. Increasingly 

there is a strong understanding of the correlation between environmental factors and community 

wellbeing. City life is busy and stressful and the pandemic has augmented that in many ways, especially 

when necessary restrictions of movement were 

implemented. Green spaces and large open 

community areas are becoming essential elements in 

infrastructure development.   

The need to improve and develop infrastructure is 

primarily due to increasing urban populations and 

the strain that’s placing on aging infrastructure. 

Social value is as much about being able to deliver 

efficient utilities as it is about providing a reliable 

public service.  

Social value is also linked to environmental factors. For example: the legislation of ultra-low emission 

zones in central London are aimed at improving air quality in the city centre. The implications of which 

are aimed at improving community wellness. Social value is likely to become an increasingly important 

element in construction and infrastructure development. As the pandemic has so clearly illustrated, social 

well-being is a vital factor in maintaining a well-functioning economy.   

 

Climate Change Targets 

The UK has set ambitious climate targets, aiming to significantly reduce carbon emissions and waste. The 

plans include implementing a roll-out of greener energy infrastructure and an extensive electric vehicle 

(EV) charging network. The latter is essential and a matter of urgency as the UK government aims to ban 

the sale of petrol and diesel vehicles by 2025. Climate targets are set to impact construction in a number 

of ways. The ultra-low emissions zones as previously mentioned impacts construction operations. Heavy 

duty diesel powered construction vehicles are no longer allowed in these zones. Many construction vehicle 

manufacturers have invested heavily in creating electric or low emission construction vehicles including 
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earth moving equipment. Some of these prototypes have already been trialed and are ready for market. It 

presents yet another economic challenge for construction who have make capital investments in vehicles. 

Under the new emissions laws the old vehicles effectively cannot even be sold off to recoup costs, because 

they hold little resale value – they can’t be used. This means that investing in new electric construction 

equipment is a significant expense.  

When viewed in this context it may 

not, at first, seem economically 

viable. But we’re talking about 

sustainability and future proofing 

construction. As humans, we are 

already too far gone in terms of the 

climate crisis to get stubborn about 

making this change. It’s needed, 

and it’s necessary. Construction is 

one of the biggest contributors of 

carbon emissions accounting for 

almost 30% of total emissions. 

There is a social and economic responsibility for the industry to make the effort to invest in cleaner and 

greener technologies. Achieving resilience will not be possible without it.   

 

The Circular Economy 

Like many industries, construction has simply followed the linear economy model that has been in place 

since the start of the industrial age. The belief that the earth has more than enough resources to sustain 

economies and modern life probably never took into account how quickly the world population would 

explode or how resource use would escalate exponentially. The waste generated by this take, make, use 

and discard mentality is only adding to the climate crisis. Despite public belief, only a small percentage 

of the world’s waste is effectively recycled.  

The circular economy seeks to address this issue in 

several ways. First it aims to reuse materials that 

already exist in the economy rather use virgin 

resources that are finite and cannot be replaced. But 

it goes further than simply recycling. It takes into 

consideration product design, materials used, finds 

ways to reduce the carbon footprint and resource use 

in the entire product life cycle, from manufacturing 

through the supply chain to end use.  
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The construction industry produces a massive volume of waste and is guilty of using up a vast volume of 

virgin resources. Significant efforts have been made in recent decades to reuse and recycle construction 

materials. Successful and innovative projects include creating road surfacing aggregates from recycled 

vehicle tires, moulding lintels, door and window frames from recycled plastic, and repurposing 

construction waste from demolitions for other construction projects.  

Scientific communities agree that many of the natural disasters are a direct result of depletion of 

ecosystems, through overuse of resources, pollution and other effects of urbanization. Construction is 

directly impacted, having to rebuild road and other infrastructure when flooding occurs. Rising sea levels 

are threatening coastal communities and the ferocity of storms is requiring engineers to build in even 

greater latency into design. Even the pandemic is believed to have been exacerbated by poor air quality 

and crowded urban lifestyles.  

The need to institute circular economy thinking into all aspects of business in all industries has become 

critical. For construction, an industry that is a major polluter and resource user, there is an even greater 

responsibility to take on circular economy policies. There can be no resilience without this change and 

there is no time to waste in starting to implement circular economy policies.  

 

Diversity and Inclusion 

Events in the USA and other parts of the world have highlighted inequalities and entrenched prejudices. 

The construction industry in the UK retains one of the highest gender pay gaps and has one of the lowest 

percentage of women of all major industry sectors. It’s 

not that women aren’t capable, but it’s an industry that 

has always been dominated by men. Unconscious bias in 

construction often makes working environments 

challenging and unpleasant for women, especially if they 

are balancing their career with family responsibilities. 

The result is that few women stay in the industry long 

enough to occupy senior roles.  

There are some women and people from different ethnic 

backgrounds that are breaking the mould, forging ahead 

and carving out very successful careers in construction. But the reality is that it is harder to do this than it 

should be, and that is what is not acceptable. A McKinsey report highlights that diversity can result in an 

increase in profitability by 25%. This is achieved because diversity brings different perspectives and 

varying levels of expertise. It fosters more innovation and better collaboration. If construction wants to 

future proof itself then diversity and inclusion needs to become a core value in its resilience strategy.   
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PART 3 – THE HUMAN FACTOR 
 

The pandemic has highlighted in a very real way how dependent commerce and industry is on the 

wellbeing of people. The lifestyle changes thrust upon people have been stressful and anxiety levels have 

skyrocketed. It’s not just health and safety that people 

are worried about. The ability to earn an income, the 

security of having a job to be able to pay off debts, the 

inability to control any other the factors forcing the 

changes they’re experiencing, are all adding to daily 

stress. Even having to work remotely was initially 

stressful for many people. Either because they felt 

acutely alone, or because they had to juggle 

homeschooling and childcare with work 

responsibilities 

Yet in the midst of it we’ve also experienced the best of humanity. Communities banding together to help 

out vulnerable and elderly members of their community, shopping for them, providing meals and letting 

them know in a tangible way that they’re not alone. Daily 8pm salutes to health professionals and other 

frontline workers brought communities together.  

There have been challenges for management too. Managing teams remotely has taken some adjustment. 

Helping staff set up home offices, ensuring that they have all the right equipment and online tools to be 

able to collaborate effectively took some skill. Workplace dynamics have changed, business structures 

have changed, and companies have learned that entrenched policies may not be that beneficial to business 

after all.  Rather than structure, there’s a far more critical need for businesses to be agile and be able to 

respond quickly to changing circumstances.  

Technology has become increasingly important, not only 

by facilitating better communication and collaboration 

while having teams work remotely, it’s also redefining 

business operations. In terms of skills. The ability to learn 

and work with new technologies is becoming 

increasingly important.  Companies are realising that 

there is huge benefit to cross sector expertise and being 

open to hiring from different industries. While certain 

skills are specific to construction there are many other 

aspects of business where skills are easily transferable. 

Even departmental silos are being broken down with the introduction of new technologies that facilitate 

better collaboration. In short, creating working environments that are more flexible and supportive of 

employee needs help companies to become more agile.  
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PART 4 – LEARNING FROM 2020 TO BUILD BACK BETTER 
 

When most industry sectors shut down due to lockdown, in the UK construction was allowed to continue 

operating. While this initially presented many challenges to the industry, once adapted, the industry forged 

ahead, gaining ground quickly. Up until 2020 the major challenges to infrastructure were having the 

budget, skills and resources to expand capacity and building in enough latency to withstand ever increasing 

pressures from climate change. Uncertainties around Brexit and security of the construction materials 

supply chain added to concerns, but most major companies had created contingencies in the event of 

delays and price increases.  

In January 2020, with construction output on the up and major projects such a HS2 about to get the green 

light, the industry was looking forward to a good year. And despite the pandemic, it has proven to be just 

that. While construction output is still reaching towards pre-pandemic levels, the growth that has been 

achieved has been admirable considering all the societal and economic challenges. What have been the 

factors that have contributed to this success and how can the industry continue to progress so that it lives 

up to the expectation of leading economic recovery in a post-pandemic world? 

Digital technology has become a mission critical tool proving to be the lifeline keeping teams connected 

and projects running efficiently. Collecting, analyzing and sharing data has become increasingly important 

in all elements of major projects, from bidding through to delivery. The adoption of technology has 

accelerated significantly and this is set to continue as digital transformation proves its worth in 

infrastructure development and construction.  

Risk management has evolved and become 

more complex. Developing infrastructure is no 

longer just about improving capacity, safety or 

resilience of structures. Social value, factoring 

in carbon emissions and incorporating circular 

economy strategies have become essential 

elements in developing projects. There is a shift 

in mindset towards achieving these new 

outcomes and with it a realization that greater 

productivity and profitability can be achieved 

when these goals become aligned.  

Human resources are in demand, especially senior professionals with critical skill sets. The ability to 

contribute new ideas, adapt to new working environments, adopt new technologies and successfully 

implement new processes is becoming increasingly sought after by main contractors. The industry is 

becoming more open to cross sector expertise and becoming more deliberate about creating better 

opportunities for diversity in their workforce on all levels. It’s creating a more fluid and innovative 

workforce that is proving to be very valuable in terms of productivity.    
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 CONCLUSION  
 

When it thought that things couldn’t possibly get worse for construction in the UK, it did. However, 

instead of crumbling under the pressure, the construction industry has stepped up and demonstrated that 

despite all its faults, it does have the ability to change. As awful as the pandemic experience has been, the 

one silver lining is that it has been the catalyst for much needed change.  

The benefits of digital transformation and a more innovative approach to project development are bearing 

fruit. There is an increasing awareness of the importance of creating a more resilient industry and the 

critical role that circular economy strategy and human resources have to play. From senior management 

through to seasonal workers, skills development will need to remain a high priority so that people can 

continue to keep abreast of developing technologies and effectively manage ever changing external 

factors. 

At Ellis Fox, we are extremely positive about the short and medium term outlook for construction, 

particularly in the utilities and infrastructure sectors. The number of major projects coming online will 

support industry growth and demand for specialist skills.  

Hiring the right people, with the right expertise will be critical in furthering growth and we’re glad to be 

able to partner with main contractors to effectively meet their hiring needs. Our many years of specialising 

in recruiting for utilities and infrastructure has helped us secure a network of highly skilled professionals 

so that we’re able to consistently deliver on recruitment expectations. We welcome the changes we see 

happening in the construction industry and believe it will contribute significantly to creating a more 

resilient industry.  

 

 


