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 Introduction 

The Construction Industry Training Board (CITB) forecasted modest growth in the 

construction industry between 2019 and 2023 and that 6,550 new workers will be 

needed (Lilley, 2019).  Currently there is a reported 2.4million jobs in the con-

struction industry (Rhodes, 2019).  Yet many within the industry are still reporting 

there being a skills shortage in the construction industry.   

 

The Construction Skills Certification Scheme (CSCS) withdrew the construction site 

operative card in 2014 and urged employers to ensure that the right card is ap-

plied for when they are renewed.  To be able to obtain a skilled worker CSCS card, 

the applicant must complete the relevant training and the health, safety, and en-

vironment touchscreen test.  The main training routes in the construction indus-

try are apprenticeships and vocational qualifications (NVQs and SVQs) but both 

routes have come under fire by Qualifications Wales, suggesting that these types 

of courses are not creating competent workers. 

 

The aim of this research was to strengthen competency claims for trades in the 

construction industry by exploring the following objectives. 

 

1. To identify Key worker skill levels 

2. To evaluate perceived importance of evidencing competency by leading 

training provider CITB 

3. To improve a competency framework for the construction industry  

 

Research Strategy 

During the time that this research was being carried out, a global pandemic was 

declared and the restrictions that were put in place meant it was not possible to 

conduct surveys of the planned focus group.  This affected the depth of the case 

study as it only considered the perceived views of those in a supervisory/

managerial role.  This research has illustrated the current problem with determin-

ing the competency levels of trades of construction sites from the viewpoint of 

managers and supervisors.  The views of trades would need to be considered in 

future research to fully form the case study.   

 

Insights from previous surveys 

Build UK carried out a survey of their members  during the second and third quarter of 2019.  

these surveys were carried out to “assess the provision of training, issues around recruitment 

and the skills needs of the industry” (Lyons, 2019a pg. 2).  The survey carried out in the sec-

ond quarter found that  

• 53% of members felt that the recruitment of skilled workers was harder that in the pre-

vious quarter 

• 49% of members were unable to expand their business due to shortfalls of skilled staff 

• 60% of members felt there was a shortfall of apprentices to meet industry demands. 

(Lyons, 2019a pg. 2) 

 

The survey carried out in the third quarter targeted the same areas and found that  

• 72% of specialist sectors believe there are not enough apprentices to fill their vacan-

cies. 

• 62% of employers are struggling to recruit because of a lack of candidates. 

• 53% of employers are seeing wage inflation as a result of challenging recruitment is-

sues. 

• 36% of employers found recruitment this quarter even harder than in quarter two. 

(Lyons, 2019b pg. 2) 

 

All the surveys identified that their members felt there was an issue with the recruitment of 

skilled workers in the construction industry.  A summary of the survey results to this question 

can be seen in figure 2. 

What is Competence? 

It is argued by some that there is no real definition of what competence is and instead it is interpreted differently by different people depending on the 

industry that they operate in (Pye and Pye, 2014) .   Competency is comprised of four fundamentals. 

• Occupational skills & knowledge (including functional skills) 

• Health & Safety (skills and knowledge) 

• Human factors (including self-, situational – and risk awareness.  And communications) 

• Continuous improvement (including positive experience) 

(Pye and Pye, 2014 pg. 8). 

These fundamentals are supported by the Health and Safety Executive as “the combination of training, skills, experience and knowledge that a person 

has and their ability to apply them to perform a task safely” (HSE, 2019).   The need for continuous improvement is supported in the Pye Tait report by 

saying that competence is not forever due to the human factor.  The report highlights even if the relevant training is provided, firstly “human memory 

and capability can also degrade over time” and secondly “Complacency is another issue that can impact on competence especially as experience increases 

or where tasks are repetitive” (Pye and Pye, 2014 pg. 20). This brings the need for refresher training at set intervals as shown in figure 1. 

 

Figure 1 (Pye and Pye, 2014 pg. 2)  

Results and Analysis 

All of those interviewed agreed that it was important to record the positive expe-

riences of individuals working on construction sites.  However, it was identified 

that this could be difficult and any system would require the engagement of indi-

viduals.  Both of these are part of the fundamentals of competency as suggested 

in the Competence in Construction report (Pye and Pye, 2014).  The interviews 

pushed these fundamentals further by suggesting that an individuals negative ex-

periences should also be recorded as a mechanism to determine training require-

ments and also as a benchmark to measure improvements against.  The project 

managers also agreed that records of positive and negative experiences should be 

used to determine an individual’s training requirements and should not revert to 

automatic refresher training.   

 

There is a system that is used with the Construction 

Plant Competence Scheme (CPCS) where plant op-

erators complete log books indicating how they 

have used plant that they are trained to operate.  It 

is a requirement of this scheme to complete a log 

book to be able to renew the CPCS card.  This is not 

a requirement for the current CSCS  card scheme, 

and yet many people use the achieved cards as a 

measure of competency.   

 

Even with the CPCS system already being used within the industry, the project 

managers interviewed indicated that they preferred an online database, where 

site mangers would be able to access an individuals work record as they pass to 

different sites.  This could be an advantage when working with someone new to 

the company.  Construction company A utilises a database called My Compliance, 

which is a database that  keeps a log of what training an individual has, when it 

needs to be renewed and what training they require for their job role within the 

company.  It does not keep any record of the individual using the skills learned.   

 

Limitations  

The research carried out only considered the views and opinions of those at a 

management level and not from trades on site.  Only a brief analysis was com-

pleted of a single construction company where the workforce was spread over 

two sites.  It was intended to seek the views of the trades working on these sites 

to see if they felt a system of logging their working experiences would influence 

their competency claims, whether it be positive or negative.  It was felt that this 

was important especially as the recruitment agency suggested that they believed 

70% of individuals may not support this new system.  Also, the views of the CITB 

could have given an insight on how the courses they provide could incorporate 

this system of logging work experience after completing courses to strengthen 

their training and competency claims.  It would have been an opportunity to see if 

they agree with the information collected from this research such as the im-

portance of experience in an individual’s training and whether more needs to be 

done before issuing cards/certificates. 

 

The information in this research came from a limited number of sources due to 

time constraints and the global pandemic.  The opinions of the CITB and other 

training providers are important to obtain the full picture of the position that the 

industry has.  This research from the offset only considered the views of individu-

als working on two construction sites. 

 

Due to the limitations of this research, it is important that any future research of 

this subject should start with the completion of this study.  It is important that the 

views of trades are considered .  These are the min benefactors of this new sys-

tem and its successfulness is dependent on their engagement.  If they are not 

willing to engage then this system would fail.  The views of the trades could be 

collected through a focus group. 

Discussions  

This research was partly successful in meeting the defined aim and objectives.  All 

those interviewed agreed that some form of system to log positive working expe-

riences would be a benefit, with the majority feeling that this could be done with 

a new logbook system.  The training manager indicated that this could be done 

within current procedures such as appraisals that could be carried out at more 

regular intervals.  However, this method will still need some form of system to 

collate information to demonstrate their competency and will only be possible for 

those who have been in the company long enough to have a series of appraisals 

done.  On the site upon which the case study is based there were several agency 

workers, many of whom have not worked for the company before.  Currently 

these workers are employed based on their training records with no evidence to 

support competency claims.     These individuals or any company will not benefit 

in this situation and goes against the CDM regulations, where it states that “sole 

reliance should not be placed on industry certification cards or similar being pre-

sented to them as evidence that a worker has the right qualities” (HSE, 2015).  To 

help contractors comply with the CDM regulations, they must do more to ensure 

that the workers that are supplied to the site can work to the required standard.  

The recruitment agency suggested that the system needs to be relatable between 

different sites and potentially different companies so could be beneficial to link 

with organisations such as CITB or CSCS. 

 

It was suggested that this system should consider both positive and negative ex-

periences as the combination of which could show how an individual has learned 

from their experiences.  This individual development is important as it was high-

lighted in the competence in construction report that continuous improvement 

(including positive experience) is one of the fundamentals of a competence defi-

nition.  The combination of positive and negative experiences will also have an 

impact on the individuals training requirements. Negative experiences also have 

an impact on the required training for individuals and as the interviews discov-

ered, could decide whether refresher training would be enough or if the individu-

al will need to complete the full training again. 

 

It was identified that there is a short fall of skilled workers as highlighted by the 

numerous Build UK surveys (Lyons 2019a, Lyons 2019b and Lyons, 2020).  In the 

latest survey, 73% said that the recruitment of skilled workers as difficult as the 

previous quarter (Lyons 2020).  These surveys do not state whether the assess-

ment of skilled workers is based on the CSCS card that they have or their experi-

ence in that trade.  It is possible that these results are based on individuals pro-

cessing the wrong CSCS card and does not necessarily indicate the true situation 

within the industry.  The proportion of the construction industry which is oper-

ating with the correct CSCS card would be an element of future research. 

 

The new CSCS scheme requires an individual to complete the relevant qualifica-

tion for their role.  It was found in the literature review and through interviews 

that there were concerns of these qualifications, especially the duration of the 

course.  The building the future report suggested that NVQs were “currently too 

short and that the standard of work achieved by those currently completing ap-

prenticeship isn’t always of a good standard – particularly those completing a lev-

el 2 apprenticeship” (Blaker et al, 2018)”.   

 

This short duration is reducing the amount of experience an individual is having in 

that skill.  The HSE agrees that experience is important by defining competence as 

“the combination of training, skills, experience and knowledge that a person has 

and their ability to apply them to perform a task safely” (HSE, 2019).  Project 

manager A highlighted that this short duration is not allowing individuals to expe-

rience utilising the skill in a range of environments and could influence their com-

petency, a view supported by the literature.  Therefore, any experience should be 

collected under a range of conditions.   If this is not done, then there is an in-

creased risk of complacency replacing competency, the results of which could be 

fatal. 

Research Method 

The research consisted of 4 interviews on an active construction site to create a 

case study of a typical construction site.  Interviews were semi structured as this 

offered “a great deal of flexibility” and also allowed “additional probing so that 

you can get more details about participants’ thoughts, feelings, and opin-

ions” (Statistics Solutions, 2020).  The interviewees in this research were the fol-

lowing: 

• Construction company A Training Manager 

• Recruitment agency 

• Project Manager A Construction company A 

• Project Manager B Construction Company A  

 

These were chosen as they would be able to create the case study of a typical 

construction site and see how the current systems are working and where they 

could be improved from a managers/supervisory viewpoint.  

The interviews were made up of 7 open ended questions that was the same for 

all interviewees.  Further questions were developed around their responses when 

required to get more detail.  This method enabled the responses to be kept valid 

and direct with the required amount of detail.   

The interviews consisted of questions that were deemed important from the liter-

ature review.  With it being argued in the Building the Future report (Blaker and 

Taylor, 2018) that training courses were two 

short and, in some cases, assessed incorrectly 

it was important to see how individuals work-

ing in the industry felt.  It was felt that these 

questions were important especially with 

CSCS integrating NVQ courses into the re-

quirements to obtain one of their cards (CSCS, 

2019).  With the CDM Regulations, and Pye 

Tait reports (Pye and Pye, 2014 and Pye et al, 

2011) stressing the importance of efficient 

evidence of experiences, interviewees were 

asked for their views on current systems to 

collect records of positive work experiences and whether they were good enough 

or not. 

 

The interviews were carried out in the construction site offices, focusing on per-

sons in a mangers/supervisor role or office based.  The interviews were set to be 

between 45mins to 1 hour, but this depended on how stimulated the interviewee 

became.  Those who are very talkative caused the interview to last longer so it 

was important to not let them deviate off topic.  By having a set of base questions 

it made it easier to do this and keep the interviews on track and extract the re-

quired information from the interviewee.  The case study is based on an active 

construction site carrying out a range of civil engineering activities.  The site had a 

combination of individuals who had entered the industry through different routes 

and were at different stages of their working lives.  The individuals had different 

levels of skills and varying amounts of experience, which would give a good range 

upon which to build the case study.  

Conclusions 

This research was completed in a manner that was not planned from the start.  As 

it has been discussed previously, the global pandemic was declared at the point 

where personal research was due to take place.  This made it impossible to com-

plete all the aims set out at the start.  This obviously affected the conclusions that 

could have been drawn from the research. 

 

However, it was possible to complete a review of relevant literature around the 

study area and conduct a selection of the intended interviews.  This meant that it 

was possible to identify traces between the interviews and identify areas of inter-

est that warranted further research.  The review of the literature highlighted 

some concerns with the way that the industry currently completes qualifications 

and the number of skilled workers within the industry.  Build UK completed sur-

veys of their members and released quarterly updates.  These updates showed 

that over there was little improvement on the recruitment of skilled workers over 

the four reports with the majority facing problems with recruitment.  With the 

duration of NVQ qualifications, as well as apprenticeships coming under scrutiny 

for not being relevant and having a short duration, the evidence to support the 

leaning of skills does not appear to be enough.   There is a need to improve how 

evidence is collected to support training of individuals and understand that train-

ing is not completed over short periods of time.   The HSE said that competence 

needs an element of experience.  This point was agreed with by both project 

managers and by the competence in construction report.  Both project managers 

agreed that experience was an important consideration to be made when as-

sessing an individual’s competence and that negative work experiences should 

also be considered.  

 

The negative experiences could prove important when identifying training re-

quirements for individuals on construction sites.  The current system used to keep 

track of training within the construction company is called My Compliance.  My 

Compliance is a tool used to record training, for gap analysis and expiries of train-

ing.  Individuals are assigned a job role and training is assigned to that role.   

 

As individuals move from site to site it can become difficult to quickly assess the 

skill levels they have.  This goes against the fundamentals identified in the compe-

tence in construction report where it says that continuous improvement and posi-

tive experience is a key element in a competence definition.  What this means is 

that there is a call from site management for an easy to use system that can iden-

tify workers skills and their competence levels in these skills.  It was argued that 

their competence levels can only be accurately assessed by logging their experi-

ences.  With there being a number of different training methods available, it is 

important  that the appropriate course is selected for each individual.  Current 

competence level of an individual needs to be clear so the site manager can de-

termine whether refresher training is required or if the competency level is to low 

and therefore the individual will need to complete the training again. 
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